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PROLOGUE 


MAHOGANY ROW MASSACRE 


AMMAN, JORDAN, 2017 

[A]ppoint an ambassador who is versed in all sciences, who understands 
hints, expressions of the face and gestures. . . . The army depends on the 
official placed in charge of it. . . peace and its opposite, war, on the 
ambassador. For the ambassador alone makes and separates allies; the 
ambassador transacts that business by which kings are disunited or not. 

—THE MANUSMRITI, HINDU SCRIPTURE, CA. 1000 BCE 


The diplomat had no clue that his career was over. Before stepping into the 
secure section of the American embassy, he’d slipped his phone into one of the 
cubbies on the wall outside, according to protocol. The diplomat had been 
following protocol for thirty-five years, as walls crumbled and empires fell, as 
the world grew smaller and cables became teleconferences and the expansive 
language of diplomacy reduced to the gnomic and officious patter of email. He 
had missed a few calls and the first email that came in was terse. The director 
general of the Foreign Service had been trying to reach him. They needed to 


speak immediately. 

The diplomat’s name was Thomas Countryman, which seems like it must be 
made up, but is not. He was sitting at a borrowed desk in the political section at 
the heart of the low, sprawling embassy complex in Jordan’s posh Abdoun 
neighborhood. The embassy was an American contractor’s studied homage to 
the Middle East: sand-colored stone, with a red diamond-shaped motif on the 
shatterproof windows that said, “local, but not too local.” Like most American 
embassies in this part of the world, there was no avoiding the sense that it was a 
fortress. “We’d build a moat if we could,” a Foreign Service officer stationed 
there once muttered to me as our armored SUV made its way through the 
facility’s concrete and steel barriers, past armored personnel carriers full of 
uniformed soldiers. 

It was January 25, 2017. Countryman was America’s senior official on arms 
control, a mission that was, quite literally, a matter of life and death. He oversaw 
the State Department’s work on the fragile nuclear deal with Iran, and its 
response to apocalyptic threats from the regime in North Korea. His trip that 
January was a moonshot: the latest in decades of negotiations over nuclear 
disarmament in the Middle East. Nuclear-free zones had been established around 
the world, from Latin America to parts of Africa and Europe. No one thought 
Israel was going to suddenly surrender its nukes. But incremental steps—like 
getting states in the region to ratify treaties they had already signed banning 
nuclear tests, if not the weapons themselves—might someday be achievable. 
Even that was “a fairly quixotic quest, because the Arabs and the Israelis have 
radically different views.” Tom Countryman had a flair for understatement. 

The work this mission entailed was classic, old-school diplomacy, which is to 
say it was frustrating and involved a lot of jet lag. Years of careful cajoling and 
mediating had brought the Middle Eastern states closer than ever to at least 
assenting to a conference. There was dialogue in the hopes of future dialogue, 
which is easier to mock than to achieve. That evening, Countryman and his 



British and Russian counterparts would meet officials from Egypt, Jordan, Saudi 
Arabia, and Kuwait to press the importance of nonproliferation diplomacy. The 
next day, he’d go on to Rome for a meeting with his counterparts from around 
the world. “It was an important meeting,” he told me later, “if not a decisive 
one.” He punctuated this with a hollow little laugh, which is not so much an 
indictment of the comedic qualities of Tom Countryman as it is an indictment of 
the comedic qualities of nuclear proliferation in the Middle East. 

Countryman had landed in Amman the previous day and checked into the 
InterContinental. Then he went straight to a meeting with his Arab League 
counterpart over coffee and cigarettes. Countryman took the coffee mazboot, or 
black with sugar, in the local fashion. For the cigarettes, he favored Marlboro 
Lights, as often as possible. (A life of travel and negotiation hadn’t been 
conducive to quitting. “I’m trying,” he said later, before vaping unhappily.) 

The next day, it was over to dinner with British and Russian officials. Not all 
of Countryman’s counterparts had his years of experience and relationships. The 
British point person had changed several times in the preceding years. His 
Russian counterpart had sent a deputy. That would make it harder. In high-wire 
acts of persuasion, every ounce of diplomatic experience in the room counted. 

Diplomats perform many essential functions—spiriting Americans out of 
crises, holding together developing economies, hammering out deals between 
governments. This last mandate can sometimes give the job the feel of 
Thanksgiving dinner with your most difficult relatives, only lasting a lifetime 
and taking place in the most dangerous locations on earth. A diplomat’s weapon 
is persuasion, deployed on conversational fronts at the margins of international 
summits, in dimly lit hotel bars, or as bombs fall in war zones. 

Tom Countryman had, since joining the Foreign Service in 1982, weathered 
all of these vagaries of diplomacy. He had served in the former Yugoslavia and 
in Cairo during Desert Storm. He had emerged unscathed from travels through 
Afghanistan and the bureaucracy of the United Nations. He’d picked up Serbian 



and Croatian, as well as Arabic, Italian, and Greek along the way. Even his 
English carried a puzzling accent from all of those places, or maybe none of 
them at ah. Tom Countryman had a flat, uninflected voice and an odd way with 
vowels that made him sound like a text-to-speech application or a Bond villain. 
An internet troll excoriating him as “one of those faceless bureaucrats in the 
State Department” called it “a strange bureaucratic accent I guess you obtain by 
not being around real people your whole working career,” which encapsulates 
another facet of being a diplomat: they work in the places the military works, but 
they’re not exactly welcomed home with ticker-tape parades. 

But this particular troll was wrong: Tom Countryman was not faceless. He 
had a face, and not one you’d lose in a crowd. A slight man with a flinty, 
searching gaze, he often wore his salt-and-pepper hair clipped short in the front 
and long behind, tumbling gloriously over his neat suits. It was a diplomat’s 
mullet: peace in the front, war in the back. (“Sick mane,” one conservative outlet 
crowed. “King of the party.”) He had a reputation for frank, unbureaucratic 
answers in public statements and Senate hearings. But he never strayed from his 
devotion to the State Department and his belief that its work protected the 
United States. In a work of fiction, naming him Countryman would have been 
annoying as hell. 


Sitting under the fluorescent lights of the political section that day in 
Jordan, Countryman looked at the email for a moment and then sent back the 
number of his desk. The director general of the Foreign Service, Ambassador 
Arnold Chacon, called back quickly. “This is not happy news,” Chacon began, as 
Countryman recalled the conversation. The White House, Chacon said, had just 
accepted Countryman’s resignation, effective as of the end of the week. Chacon 
was sorry. “I wasn’t expecting that it was about me,” Countryman remembered 
between puffs at his e-cigarette. “I didn’t have any idea.” But there he was, a few 



hours before a critical confrontation with foreign governments, getting shit- 
canned. 

When there’s a changing of the guard in Washington, Senate-confirmed 
officials submit brief, one- or two-sentence notes tendering their resignations. 
It’s a formality, a tradition. It is almost universally assumed that nonpartisan 
career officers like Tom Countryman will remain in place. This is a practical 
matter. Career Foreign Service officers are the foundation of the American 
government abroad, an imperfect structure that came to replace the 
incompetence and corruption of the spoils system. Only career officials have the 
decades of institutional knowledge required to keep the nation’s agencies 
running, and while every administration takes issue with the intransigence and 
unaccountability of these “lifers,” no one could remember any administration 
dismissing them in significant numbers. 

The president doesn’t technically have the power to fire career Foreign 
Service officers, just to remove them from their jobs. But there’s an “up or out” 
rule: if you’re not in a presidentially appointed job after a certain number of 
years at a senior level—Countryman’s level—you have to retire. Being relieved 
of this job was the end of his career; it was just a question of how long he 
wanted to draw it out. He opted for a quick end. It was Wednesday. When the 
resignation took effect on Friday, he’d leave. 

They decided he’d attend the meeting with the Arabs that night. “What about 
the Rome meeting?” Countryman asked. It was one of the rare opportunities for 
the United States to press its nonproliferation agenda with world powers. “It’s 
important.” Chacon agreed, but the forty-eight hours Countryman had been 
given wouldn’t be enough for that. A less-senior officer would have to suffice in 
his place. “Okay, thanks for informing me,” Countryman said simply. “I’ll be 
coming back home.” For a man with a mullet, Tom Countryman was resistant to 
spectacle. 

Others were less sanguine. His wife Dubravka had met him during his first 



tour in the former Yugoslavia and they’d had a thirty-year Foreign Service 
romance. She had a degree in education and talent as a painter, but she’d set 
aside her ambitions to move around the world every few years with him, helping 
to make ends meet as an interpreter while raising their two sons. Her father had 
been a diplomat, so she knew the sacrifices of the job—but she also understood 
the general expectation of respect for senior diplomats, in her native Yugoslavia 
and in the United States. This was something else. “It’s not fair,” she said when 
Countryman called her, minutes after he got the news, “and it’s not fair to me.” 

She was shocked. The less-senior officer replacing him in Rome—being sent 
to navigate one of the world’s most treacherous multilateral issues from a 
position of scant authority—was shocked. The Italians were shocked. The Arabs, 
that night, were shocked. Countryman waited until the end of the session, after 
the Arabs had related the grievances (and the Arabs had a lot of grievances) they 
wanted addressed before they’d sit down with the Israelis. Then he told them 
he’d relate the results of their conversation to a successor, because this was his 
final meeting as an American diplomat. One by one, they took his hands in theirs 
and exchanged words of respect—for him, and for a shared tradition that 
seemed, suddenly, to face an uncertain future. 


It was just five days into the new Trump administration, and rumor and 
paranoia gripped America’s diplomats. On the campaign trail, Trump had offered 
little by way of specifics about diplomacy. “America First,” went the campaign 
mantra. He wanted to “stop sending foreign aid to countries that hate us,” though 
it was, at the time, unclear whether this meant development aid or military 
assistance or both. (“Nobody can do that better than me,” he added helpfully.) 

Tom Countryman was one of many senior officials who emerged from their 
first meetings with the Trump transition team alarmed. “The transition was a 
joke,” he remembered. “Any other administration changeover, there were people 



who were knowledgeable about foreign affairs, there were people who had 
experience in government, and they had a systematic effort to collect 
information and feed it to a new team. In this case, none of those things were 
true.” He presented the transition team with detailed briefing papers on 
nonproliferation issues, marked “sensitive but unclassified,” since few members 
of the team had security clearances. But they showed little interest in nuclear 
weapons. What they did show was a “deep distrust for professional public 
servants,” Countryman said. They hadn’t come to learn, he realized with a 
sinking feeling. They’d come to cut. 

Then the firings began. Typically, even politically appointed ambassadors in 
important places, especially ones without overly partisan reputations, stay on 
until a replacement is confirmed, sometimes for months. The Trump 
administration broke from that tradition: shortly after taking office, the new 
administration ordered all politically appointed ambassadors to depart 
immediately, faster than usual. Pack your bags, hit the road. 

After that, the transition team asked State Department management to draw 
up a list of all noncareer officers across the Department. Countryman began to 
fear that the next target would be the contractors hired under an authority 
specifically designed to bring subject matter experts into American diplomacy. 
The Department was full of these. They played pivotal roles in offices 
overseeing the most sensitive areas of American foreign policy, including in 
Tom Countryman’s. “These were the best possible experts on issues like Korea 
and Pakistan,” he remembered. “And in the arms-control bureau there were a 
number of them that were not easily replaceable.” They were “necessary.” The 
United States couldn’t afford to lose them. But “the concern that they were going 
to dump everyone they could dump was palpable.” And so he’d spent the weeks 
leading up to that day in Jordan quietly lobbying State Department management, 
helping them devise arguments against what he feared might be a wave of firings 
of the Department’s experts. 



In fact, that’s what he’d assumed the call was about. What was unthinkable, 
ahistorical, seemingly senseless, was that it would in fact be about career 
officials like him. Countryman insisted it was no great sob story for him 
personally. He had been around a long time. He had his pension. But it was a 
troubling affront to institutional culture. Tom Countryman had an unimpeachable 
record of service across Republican and Democratic administrations. He’d had a 
few contentious moments in Senate hearings, but they’d earned him more 
respect than ire. Senators “would come up to me after and say, T really like the 
way you shoot straight,’ ” he recalled. Perhaps, he speculated, the administration 
was trying to send a message that the United States was no longer interested in 
arms control. Or maybe they’d gotten into his private Facebook account where, 
during the campaign, he’d posted criticism of Trump to a small circle of friends. 
“To this day, I don’t know why I was singled out.” 


In fact, Tom Countryman had not been singled out. The White House, Chacon 
told him, was relieving six career diplomats of their jobs that day. Some were 
more explicable than Countryman. Under Secretary of State for Management 
Patrick Kennedy, who served around the world for more than forty years, had 
been involved with both the secretary of state’s email accounts and diplomatic 
security, and had spent the preceding year swept up in the torrent of campaign 
coverage of Hillary Clinton’s email server and the controversy surrounding 
Benghazi. David Malcolm Robinson had been assistant secretary of state for 
conflict and stabilization operations, a bureau with an amorphous portfolio that 
conservative critics said amounted to that deadliest of terms in Washington: 
“nation building.” But three others—assistant secretaries who worked under 
Kennedy and had nothing, as far as anyone could tell, to do with Benghazi, had 
also gotten the axe. “That was just petty,” said Countryman. “Vindictive.” 

It was just the beginning. A few weeks later, on Valentine’s Day, Erin 



Clancy’s phone rang—the personal one she kept in a beat-up blue wooden case. 
She had just landed at John Wayne Airport in Orange County and was standing 
in the February California sunlight, in her jeans and T-shirt, waiting for a rental 
car. “Hold on the line,” said the scheduler. “We’re having an emergency team 
meeting.” The team was the deputy secretary of state’s, where Clancy, a career 
Foreign Service officer, was posted. She sat within spitting distance of the 
secretary of state on the seventh floor: through the secure crash door, past where 
the sagging drop ceilings and linoleum floors end and the opulent wood-paneled 
receiving rooms begin, in the legendary corridor of power known as Mahogany 
Row. Jobs on Mahogany Row were elite postings, held by the best of the Foreign 
Service; the Ferraris of State Department personnel, but more reliable. 

Clancy held on the line. Her partner, a State Department alum, gave her a 
searching look. Erin shmgged: beats me. The fired officials so far had at least 
been in Senate-confirmed roles. Her team consisted entirely of working-level 
officers, and the most elite and protected of them at that. They’d assumed they 
were safe. 

In the weeks since Tom Countryman and the other senior officials cleared out 
their desks, the Department had been dead quiet. By this time in most 
administrations, the deputy secretary’s office would be humming with activity, 
helping a new secretary of state jumpstart his or her agenda. In this case, the new 
administration had yet to even nominate a deputy secretary of state and wouldn’t 
for months to come. When the last deputy, Tony Blinken, was in the job, Clancy 
and the rest of her team had arrived at 7 a.m. and worked twelve- to fourteen- 
hour days. Now they sat with little to do, taking long coffee breaks at 9 a.m. each 
day, waiting for orders that never came. “No one’s asking us for anything, we’re 
totally cut off, we’re not invited to meetings, we had to fight for every White 
House meeting,” she remembered. “Our morning meetings were, ‘well, have you 
heard this rumor?’ That was no way to formulate US foreign policy.” Eventually, 
the acting deputy, Tom Shannon, told them they might as well take a 



break. So Clancy had caught a flight out of DC that morning, to see her mother. 

When Yuri Kim, the deputy secretary’s chief of staff and a fellow Foreign 
Service officer, came on the line, her voice was solemn. “Great,” she began, in a 
tone that suggested this would not, in fact, be great. “Thanks everyone for your 
time. We just found out that we’re all being asked to move on.” The entire 
deputy secretary’s staff was assembled: five in the room back on Mahogany 
Row, two on the phone. Everyone spoke at once. “How?” they asked. “Why?” 
They should go to their union, one suggested. They should go to the press, 
offered another. “Your assignments are broken,” Clancy remembered being told. 
“Who knows if you have your next job, maybe you don’t. It’s utter chaos. And 
it’s out of the blue. No reason.” 

Kim, usually a fierce advocate for her team, became mechanical. They had 
forty-eight hours. There would be a meeting with the office of human resources 
the next day to walk them through next steps. They should use the little time 
they had left to start making preparations. 

When the call was over, Clancy hung up and turned to her partner, 
dumbfounded. “We’re all being fired.” 

Like a lot of young diplomats, Erin Clancy had joined the Foreign Service 
after 9/11. She wanted to make the world safer. She moved to the Middle East 
for six years. She’d been in Damascus when the American embassy there was 
overrun by protesters. She’d narrowly avoided kidnapping. She’d worked long 
hours with low pay. As with Countryman, the Foreign Service officers on her 
team couldn’t be fired altogether. But they could be removed from their jobs. 
This wasn’t just a career setback. For many, it was the difference between 
making ends meet and not. Foreign Service officers don’t earn overtime. Instead, 
assignments with backbreaking hours get a pay differential, a bonus of 18 
percent for the deputy secretary’s team. No one goes into this career expecting 
riches. Including the differential, Clancy was making $91,000 a year. But they 
bid on these jobs knowing they were guaranteed for a year. Many had planned 



their family’s lives around that income. The dismissals felt wanton and without 
regard for their service. 

Offices across the seventh floor of the State Department were having identical 
emergency meetings that day. The deputy for management’s staff learned their 
recently departed boss would not be replaced. They too, would be let go. The 
same went for the office of the State Department counselor, a role some 
secretaries of state have maintained, and others not. According to several people 
present that day, Margaret Peterlin, chief of staff to incoming secretary of state 
Rex Tillerson, sat down in counselor Kristie Kenney’s office for their first one- 
on-one meeting that Valentine’s Day. Peterlin’s first question to Kenney, a 
veteran ambassador and one of the most senior women in the Foreign Service: 
How soon could she leave? 

By some back-of-the-napkin calculations from insiders, the jobs of more than 
half of the career staff on Mahogany Row were threatened that day. At the 
eleventh hour, Erin Clancy and the deputy’s team got a reprieve: Acting Deputy 
Secretary Tom Shannon had put his foot down. They’d live to see another day. 
But the other teams moved on. 

When I met up with Clancy, she was in her T-shirt and jeans again, sitting in 
the sun outside a Los Angeles cafe. She still had her job, but she was back home, 
regrouping, thinking about next steps. Maybe she should run for office, she 
mused—it might be a better way to make a difference at this point. Eventually, 
she decided to stay, going on to a posting at the United States Mission to the 
United Nations. She, like many still working at the State Department, wasn’t 
giving up. But her confidence in her profession had been shaken. “The culture of 
the State Department is so eroded,” she remarked. It was an institution more than 
a dozen career diplomats told me they barely recognized, one in which their 
expertise had been profoundly devalued. Squinting into the afternoon sun, Erin 
Clancy paused. “We are truly seen as outsiders,” she said. 

Members of Rex Tillerson’s team were adamant that they hadn’t been aware 



of the firings, which, in some cases, took place after the Trump transition team 
had begun to interface with the Department, but before Tillerson was confirmed. 
(Other dismissals or attempted dismissals, like Clancy’s, took place after 
Tillerson’s confirmation.) In the first days of 2018, when I asked Tillerson about 
Countryman and the wave of forced retirements, the secretary of state stared at 
me, unblinking, then said: “I’m not familiar with that one.” A little over a month 
later, Tillerson was gone too: another casualty of a fickle president and a State 
Department in disarray. 


In some ways, the world had changed and left professional diplomats like 
Countryman and Clancy behind. A strain of populism that, from America’s 
earliest days, opposed and denigrated internationalism, was on the rise across the 
Western world. The foreign policy establishment that underpinned diplomatic 
acts of creation from NATO to the World Bank after World War II had long since 
disintegrated into vicious partisanship. Technology had made the work of the 
diplomat less meaningful and special. For the basic function of delivering 
messages in foreign lands, email was more efficient than any ambassador. The 
prestige and power of the Foreign Service were in decline. 

Some of the skepticism of American diplomacy was earned. The State 
Department was often slow, ponderous, and turfy. Its structures and training 
were outdated in the face of modern tests of American influence from 
cyberterrorism to radical Islam. Eyes in many a White House have rolled when 
the subject of “State’s objections” has been raised. But for a complex set of new 
challenges—penetrating cultural barriers in a fraught relationship with China; 
pulling North Korea back from threats of nuclear war; containing a modern Iran 
pursuing regional hegemony—specialized experts trained in the art of hard- 
nosed negotiation remain indispensable. Evolving technology and a rising 
military offer no substitute. In these crises, sidelining diplomacy is not an 



inevitability of global change: it is a choice, made again and again by 
administrations Democratic and Republican. 

“Unprecedented,” blared Foreign Policy and a host of other publications on 
what was being described as the Trump administration’s “assault” or “war” on 
the State Department. But for all the ways in which the developments were 
shocking, to describe them as unprecedented was simply not true. The Trump 
administration brought to a new extreme a trend that had, in fact, been gathering 
force since September 11, 2001. From Mogadishu to Damascus to Islamabad, 
the United States cast civilian dialogue to the side, replacing the tools of 
diplomacy with direct, tactical deals between our military and foreign forces. At 
home, White Houses filled with generals. The last of the diplomats, keepers of a 
fading discipline that has saved American lives and created structures that 
stabilized the world, often never made it into the room. Around the world, 
uniformed officers increasingly handled the negotiation, economic 
reconstruction, and infrastructure development for which we once had a devoted 
body of trained specialists. As a result, a different set of relationships has come 
to form the bedrock of American foreign policy. Where civilians are not 
empowered to negotiate, military-to-military dealings still flourish. America has 
changed whom it brings to the table, and, by extension, it has changed who sits 
at the other side. Foreign ministries are still there. But foreign militaries and 
militias often have the better seats. 

These relationships are not new, nor are they inherently a negative. 
“America’s military might, used judiciously and with strategic precision, is a 
critical tool of diplomacy,” James Baker, George H. W. Bush’s secretary of state, 
said, embodying a more hawkish strain of foreign policy. “I’ve always said 
‘diplomacy works best when it comes in a mailed fist.’ ” The question is of 
balance. In many of America’s engagements around the world, those military 
alliances have now eclipsed the kind of civilian diplomacy that once 
counterbalanced them, with disastrous results. 



These trends have been apparent since 2001, but their roots stretch even 
further back. By the time terrorists toppled the Twin Towers, the stage had been 
set for this crisis of modern diplomacy for at least a decade. Bill Clinton ran on 
the promise of domestic reinvestment—it was, as Clinton’s strategist James 
Carville noted in a statement that became the indelible brand of their campaign, 
“the economy, stupid,”—and quickly set about slashing America’s civilian 
presence around the world. When Republicans took control of Congress in 1994 
and Jesse Helms—he of the jowls and the racism and the fevered isolationism— 
became chair of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, the nosedive 
accelerated. Clinton’s first secretary of state, the late Warren Christopher, 
championed what he called a “tough budget for tough times.” Christopher’s 
successor, Madeleine Albright, defended Clinton’s personal commitment to 
international engagement, but conceded that, in the wake of the Cold War, “there 
really was a sense that we needed to pay attention to domestic issues.” 

Over the course of the 1990s, the United States’ international affairs budget 
tumbled by 30 percent, on a par with the cuts requested years later by the Trump 
administration. Here’s what happened then: the State Department pulled the plug 
on twenty-six consulates and fifty missions of the United States Agency for 
International Development (USAID). The timing could hardly have been worse. 
With the disintegration of the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia, the United States 
needed a slew of new outposts to stabilize the region and gain footholds of 
American influence in spaces vacated by the Soviets. While some were indeed 
created, by the mid-1990s, the United States had fewer embassies and consulates 
than it did at the height of the Cold War. Even remaining outposts felt the shift— 
Christopher sheepishly told a congressional committee that the embassy in 
Beijing reeked of sewer gas, while in Sarajevo, diplomats desperate to receive 
news had to jerry-rig a satellite dish to the roof using a barbecue grill. 

In 1999, the Arms Control and Disarmament Agency and the United States 
Information Agency were both shuttered and their respective mandates folded 



into a shrinking and overstretched State Department. The Cold War was over, the 
logic went. When would the United States possibly need to worry about rising 
nuclear powers, or information warfare against an ideological enemy’s insidious 
propaganda machine? Two decades later, Iran’s and North Korea’s nuclear 
aspirations and the Islamic State’s global recruitment are among the United 
States’ most pressing international challenges. But by then, the specialized, 
trained workforces devoted to those challenges had been wiped out. Thomas 
Friedman raced to the scene with a visual metaphor, lamenting that the United 
States was “turning its back on the past and the future of U.S. foreign policy for 
the sake of the present.” (The point was certainly valid, though one wondered 
where the nation’s back was now facing. Maybe we were spinning? Let’s say we 
were spinning.) 

So it was that on September 11, 2001, the State Department was 20 percent 
short of staff, and those who remained were undertrained and under-resourced. 
The United States needed diplomacy more than ever, and it was nowhere to be 
found. 


The Bush administration scrambled to reinvest. “We resourced the 
Department like never before,” then-secretary of state Colin Powell recalled. 

But it was growth born of a new, militarized form of foreign policy. Funding that 
made it to State was increasingly drawn from “Overseas Contingency 
Operations”—earmarked specifically for advancing the Global War on 
Terrorism. Promoting democracy, supporting economic development, helping 
migrants—all of these missions were repackaged under a new counterterrorism 
mantle. “Soft” categories of the State Department’s budget—that is, anything not 
directly related to the immediate goals of combatting terrorism—flatlined, in 
many cases permanently. Defense spending, on the other hand, skyrocketed to 
historic extremes, far outpacing the modest growth at State. “The State 



Department has ceded a lot of authority to the Defense Department since 2001,” 
Albright reflected. 

Diplomats slipped to the periphery of the policy process. Especially during 
the early days of the Iraq War, Bush concentrated power at the White House; 
specifically, under Vice President Dick Cheney. Cheney built a close rapport 
with Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, but had little time for Powell. “The 
VP had very, very strong views and he communicated them directly to the 
president,” recalled Powell. The Bush White House had “two NSCs during that 
period. One led by Condi [Rice, then the national security advisor] and one led 
by the VP. Anything going to the president after it left the NSC went to the VP’s 
NSC and the problem I’d have from time to time is that. . . access is everything 
in politics and he was over there all the time.” It was a challenge former 
secretaries of state invariably recalled facing, to one extent or another. “There is 
the interesting psychological fact that the secretary of state’s office is ten 
minutes’ car ride from the White House and the security advisor is right down 
the hall,” said Henry Kissinger, recalling his time in both roles under presidents 
Nixon and Ford. “The temptations of propinquity are very great.” 

During the Bush administration, those dynamics cut the State Department out 
of even explicitly diplomatic decisions. Powell learned of Bush’s plan to 
withdraw from the Kyoto Protocol on climate change only after it had been 
decided, and pleaded with Rice for more time to warn America’s allies of the 
radical move. He raced to the White House to press the case. Rice informed him 
that it was too late. 

But State’s exclusion was most profound in the Global War on Terrorism, 
which an ascendant Pentagon seized as its exclusive domain. That the invasion 
of Iraq and the period immediately after were dominated by the Pentagon was 
inevitable. But, later, Bush handed over reconstruction and democracy-building 
activities, which had historically been the domain of the State Department and 
USAID, to uniformed officers with the Coalition Provisional Authority, 



reporting to the secretary of defense. Powell and his officials at State counseled 
caution, but were unable to penetrate the policymaking process, which had 
become entirely preoccupied with tactics—in Powell’s view, at the expense of 
strategy. “Mr. Rumsfeld felt that he had a strategy that did not reflect Powell 
thinking,” he recalled. “And he could do it on the low end and on small. My 
concern was probably, yeah, he beat the crap out of this army ten years ago, I 
have no doubt about them getting to Baghdad, but we didn’t take over the 
country to run a country.” Powell never used the phrase “the Pottery Barn rule,” 
as a journalist later dubbed his thinking, but he did tell the president, “If you 
break it, you own it.” It was, he later told me with a heavy sigh, “a massive 
strategic failure both politically and militarily.” 

More specifically, it was a string of successive strategic failures. The 
Pentagon disbanded the Iraqi security forces, turning loose hundreds of 
thousands of armed and unemployed Iraqi young men and laying the foundations 
for a deadly insurgency. Taxpayer dollars from the massive $4-billion 
Commander’s Emergency Response Program, which essentially gave military 
brass the authority to undertake USAID-style development projects, was later 
found to be flowing directly to those insurgents. The State Department’s legal 
adviser is typically consulted on questions of law regarding the treatment of 
enemy combatants, but Powell’s Department was not involved in conversations 
about the administration’s expanding use of military commissions—aspects of 
which were later found to be unconstitutional by the Supreme Court. 

As the disasters of Iraq deepened, a bruised Bush administration did attempt 
to shift additional resources into diplomacy and development. The White House 
pledged to double the size of USAID’s Foreign Service, and began to speak of 
rebalancing civilian and military roles and empowering the US ambassador in 
Iraq. The supposed rebalancing was more pantomime than meaningful policy— 
there was no redressing the yawning chasm of resources and influence between 
military and civilian leadership in the war—but there was, at least, an 



understanding that military policymaking had proved toxic. 


The lesson didn’t stick. In a haze of nostalgia, liberal commentators sometimes 
frame Barack Obama as a champion of diplomacy, worlds apart from the 
pugnacious Trump era. They remember him in a packed auditorium at Cairo 
University offering dialogue and calm to the Muslim world. “Events in Iraq have 
reminded America of the need to use diplomacy and build international 
consensus to resolve our problems whenever possible,” he said in that speech. 
And the Obama administration would, especially in its second term, yield 
several examples of the effectiveness of empowering diplomats, with the Iran 
deal, the Paris climate change accord, and a thaw in relations with Cuba. But it 
also, especially in its first term, accelerated several of the same trends that have 
conspired to ravage America’s diplomatic capacity during the Trump 
administration. 

Obama, to a lesser extent than Trump but a greater extent than many before 
him, surrounded himself with retired generals or other military officers in senior 
positions. That included National Security Advisor General Jim Jones, General 
Douglas Lute as Jones’s deputy for Afghanistan, General David Petraeus as head 
of the CIA, and Admiral Dennis Blair and General James Clapper as successive 
directors of national intelligence. Growth in the State Department budget 
continued to flow from Overseas Contingency Operation funds, directed 
explicitly toward military goals. Defense spending continued its rise. The trend 
was not linear: sequestration—the automatic spending cuts of 2013—ravaged 
both the Pentagon and the State Department. But the imbalance between defense 
and diplomatic spending continued to grow. “The Defense Department budget is 
always very much larger, and for good reason, I mean I agree with that, but the 
ratio between the two keeps getting worse and worse,” Madeleine Albright said. 

Over the course of his presidency, Barack Obama approved more than double 



the dollar value of arms deals with foreign regimes than George W. Bush had 
before him. In fact, the Obama administration sold more arms than any other 
since World War II. When I pressed Hillary Clinton on those facts, she seemed 
taken aback. “I’m not saying it was perfect,” she told me. “As you made out, 
there were decisions that had increased military commitments associated with 
them.” In the end, however, she felt the Obama administration had gotten “more 
right than wrong,” when it came to the militarization of foreign policy. She cited, 
as an example, the emphasis on diplomacy that accompanied the Afghanistan 
review in which she participated. But that review was held up, by both State 
Department and White House officials, as a deep source of regret and an acute 
example of the exclusion of civilians from meaningful foreign policymaking. In 
secret memoranda sent directly to Clinton as that process unfolded and made 
public in these pages, the diplomat Richard Holbrooke, ostensibly the president’s 
representative on Afghanistan, decried a process overtaken by, in his words, 
“pure mil-think.” 


The Obama administration also doubled down on the kind of White House 
power grabs that had frustrated Powell during the Bush administration. From 
Obama’s first days in office, Jones, the national security advisor, pledged to 
expand the National Security Council’s reach. What was disparagingly referred 
to as “back-channel” communication between the president and cabinet 
members like the secretary of state would be constrained. Jones’s successors, 
Tom Donilon and Susan Rice, each ratcheted up the level of control, according 
to senior officials. 

Samantha Power, who served as director for multilateral affairs and, later, in 
Obama’s cabinet as US ambassador to the United Nations, conceded that there 
were “some fair critiques” of the administration’s tendency to micromanage. “It 
was often the case,” she recalled, that policies made at anything but the highest 



tiers of the White House’s hierarchy, “didn’t have the force of law, or a force of 
direction. People weren’t confident it wouldn’t get changed once it went up the 
White House chain.” We were holed up in a shadowy, exposed-brick corner of 
Grendel’s Den, a bar near Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government, where she 
was a professor. Power, the one-time bleeding-heart war reporter and professor 
of human rights law, had won a Pulitzer Prize for her book on America’s failure 
to confront genocide around the world. She had long been a favorite subject of 
awed, inadvertently sexist journalistic paeans, which often began in the same 
way. Power “strode across the packed room and took a seat, her long sweep of 
red hair settling around her like a protective shawl,” the New York Times offered. 
She was “ivory-toned, abundantly freckled and wears her thick red hair long,” 
added the Washington Post. “Her long red hair,” Vogue agreed, was “striking 
against the UN’s hopeful sky-blue backdrop.” Samantha Power’s hair, through 
little fault of her own, shimmered its way across a decade of profiles until, 
finally, the feminist blog Jezebel pleaded, “Enough With Samantha Power’s 
Flowing Red Hair.” Power had a winning earnestness and a tendency toward 
authentic rambling that had, on occasion, made her a PR liability. She 
memorably called Hillary Clinton a “monster” during the 2008 presidential 
campaign. She said “fuck” a lot. 

“The bottleneck is too great,” she continued, “if even very small aspects of 
US foreign policy have to get decided at the deputies’ and principals’ level in 
order for it to count as policy.” Denis McDonough, Donilon’s deputy and, later, 
White House chief of staff, would chastise senior officials who attempted to, as 
he put it, “color outside the lines,” according to two who received such rebukes. 
Susan Rice, according to one senior official, exerted even tighter control over 
policy related to virtually every part of the globe except Latin America. Rice 
pointed out that every administration struggles with questions of White House 
micromanagement. “That is ever the charge from the agencies,” she said, “and I 
have served more time in the State Department than I have in the White House 



in my career. I’m very familiar with both ends of the street. Find me an agency 
that feels like the White House isn’t up in their knickers and I’ll be amazed and 
impressed.” 

But some career State Department officials said the Obama administration 
had gotten the balancing act wrong more often than previous administrations. 
Examples abounded. Policymaking on South Sudan, which was elevated to a 
“principals” level under Obama, often stalled when Secretary of State John 
Kerry or Secretary of Defense Ash Carter were unavailable to join meetings due 
to their numerous competing obligations. Lower-level officials were 
disempowered to fill the void. Meetings would be canceled and rescheduled, and 
weeks would be lost, with lives hanging in the balance. That, Power conceded, 
“should have been at best a deputies process, because, given inevitable 
bandwidth constraints, it was very unlikely to be sustained as a principals’ 
process.” 

The centralization of power had a withering effect on capacity outside of the 
White House. “The agencies got habituated to always be coming back and 
asking for direction or clearance,” she reflected, as a waitress slid a plate of 
curry in front of her. She doused it with a shocking amount of sriracha sauce, 
which makes sense if you’re ordering curry at a bar. “The problem,” she 
continued, “is that central control, over time, generates something like learned 
helplessness.” The defiant, world-striding scholar-stateswoman sounded, for a 
moment, almost wistful. “I think people in other agencies felt that they couldn’t 
move.” 


The kinds of White House control exerted by Presidents Trump and Obama 
were, in some ways, worlds apart. Where one administration closely 
micromanaged agencies, the other simply cut them loose. “In previous 
administrations,” Susan Rice argued, the State Department “struggled in the 



rough and tumble of the bureaucracy. Now, they’re trying to kill it.” But the end 
result was similar: diplomats sitting on the sidelines, with policy being made 
elsewhere. 

The freefall of the Foreign Service has continued through both the Obama 
and Trump eras. By 2012, 28 percent of overseas Foreign Service officer slots 
were either vacant or filled by low-level employees working above their level of 
experience. In 2014, most officers had less than ten years of experience, a 
decline from even the 1990s. Fewer of them ascended to leadership than before: 
in 1975, more than half of all officers reached senior positions; by 2013, just a 
quarter did. A profession which, decades earlier, had drawn the greatest minds 
from America’s universities and the private sector was ailing, if not dying. 

Every living former secretary of state went on the record for this book. Many 
expressed concern about the future of the Foreign Service. “The United States 
must conduct a global diplomacy,” said George P. Shultz, who was ninety-seven 
by the time we spoke during the Trump administration. The State Department, he 
argued, was stretched too thin and vulnerable to the changing whims of passing 
administrations. “It was ironic, as soon as we had the pivot to Asia, the Middle 
East blew up and Russia went into Ukraine. ... So you have to conduct a global 
diplomacy. That means you have to have a strong Foreign Service and people 
who are there permanently.” 

Henry Kissinger suggested that the arc of history had emaciated the Foreign 
Service, skewing the balance further toward military leadership. “The problem is 
whether the selection of key advisers is too much loaded in one direction,” 
Kissinger mused. “Well, there are many reasons for that. For one thing, there are 
fewer experienced Foreign Service officers. And secondly, one could argue that 
if you give an order to the Defense Department there’s an 80 percent chance it’ll 
be executed, if you give an order to the State Department there’s an 80 percent 
chance of a discussion.” Those imbalances in usefulness are deepened, 
inevitably, during times of war. “When the country is at war, it shifts to the 



White House and the Pentagon,” Condoleezza Rice told me. “And that, I think, 
is also natural.” Rice reflected a common thinking across multiple 
administrations: “It’s a fast-moving set of circumstances,” she argued. “There 
isn’t really time for the bureaucratic processes ... it doesn’t have the same 
character of the steady process development you see in more normal times.” 

But, by the time the Trump administration began hacking away at the State 
Department, it had been nearly twenty years since “normal times” in American 
foreign policy. This was the new reality with which the United States had to 
contend. Rice’s point—that the aging bureaucracies shaped during the post- 
World War II era moved too slowly for times of emergency—was often true. But 
ruthlessly centralizing power to avoid broken bureaucracies, rather than 
reforming them to do their jobs as intended, conjures up a vicious cycle. With 
State ever less useful in a world of perpetual emergency; with the money, power 
and prestige of the Pentagon dwarfing those of any other agency; and with the 
White House itself filled with former generals, the United States is leaving 
behind the capacity for diplomatic solutions to even make it into the room. 

“I remember Colin Powell once said that there was a reason the occupation of 
Japan was not carried out by a Foreign Service officer but by a general,” Rice 
remembered. “In those circumstances, you have to tilt more to the Pentagon.” 

But just as the occupation of Japan being carried out by a Foreign Service officer 
registered as an absurdity, the negotiation of treaties and reconstruction of 
economies being carried out by uniformed officers was a contradiction, and one 
with a dubious track record. 


The point is not that the old institutions of traditional diplomacy can solve 
today’s crises. The point is that we are witnessing the destruction of those 
institutions, with little thought to engineering modern replacements. Past 
secretaries of state diverged on how to solve the problem of America’s 



crumbling diplomatic enterprise. Kissinger, ever the hawk, acknowledged the 
decline of the State Department but greeted it with a shrug. “I’m certainly 
uncomfortable with the fact that one can walk through the State Department now 
and find so many offices empty,” he said. Kissinger was ninety-four when we 
spoke. He slouched on a royal blue couch in his New York office, staring at me 
from under a brow creased with worry lines. He appeared to regard the problems 
of the present from immense distance. Even his voice, that deep Bavarian rasp, 
seemed to echo across the decades, as if recorded in Nixon’s Oval Office. “It is 
true that the State Department is inadequately staffed. It is true that the State 
Department has not been given what it thought was its due. But that is partly due 
to the fact that new institutions have arisen.” But by the time I interviewed 
Kissinger, during the Trump administration, there were no new institutions 
emerging to take the place of the kind of thoughtful, holistic foreign policy 
analysis, unshackled from military exigencies, that diplomacy had once provided 
America. 

Hillary Clinton, sounding weary about a year after she lost her 2016 
presidential campaign, told me she’d seen that shift coming for years. When she 
took office as secretary of state at the beginning of the Obama administration, “I 
began calling leaders around the world who I had known in my previous lives as 
a senator and a first lady, and so many of them were distressed by what they saw 
as the militarization of foreign policy in the Bush administration and the very 
narrow focus on the important issues of terrorism and of course the wars in Iraq 
and Afghanistan. I think now the balance has tipped even further toward 
militarization across the board on every kind of issue,” she said. “Diplomacy,” 
she added, expressing a common sentiment among former secretaries of state, 
both Republican and Democrat, “is under the gun.” 

These are not problems of principle. The changes described here are, in real 
time, producing results that make the world less safe and prosperous. Already, 
they have plunged the United States deeper into military engagements that might 



have been avoided. Already, they have exacted a heavy cost in American lives 
and influence around the world. What follows is an account of a crisis. It tells 
the story of a life-saving discipline torn apart by political cowardice. It describes 
my own years as a State Department official in Afghanistan and elsewhere, 
watching the decline play out, with disastrous results for America, and in the 
lives of the last, great defenders of the profession. And it looks to modern 
alliances in every corner of the earth, forged by soldiers and spies, and to the 
costs of those relationships for the United States. 

In short, this is the story of a transformation in the role of the United States 
among the nations of our world—and of the outmatched public servants inside 
creaking institutions desperately striving to keep an alternative alive. 



PARTI 


THE LAST DIPLOMATS 

■ 

PAKISTAN, 2010 


If you ain’t speakin’ money language I can’t 
hang You know your conversation is weak, so it’s senseless to speak 

— DR. DRE, EVERYDAY THING (WITH NAS AND NATURE) 



1 


AMERICAN MYTHS 


The diplomat was not always an endangered species. Those who hold the 
profession in reverence point out that it once flourished, upheld by larger-than- 
life, world-striding figures whose accomplishments still form the bedrock of the 
modern international order. Stories of diplomacy are a part of the American 
creation myth. Without Benjamin Franklin’s negotiations with the French, there 
would have been no Treaty of Alliance and no naval support to secure American 
independence. Without Franklin, John Adams and John Jay brokering the Treaty 
of Paris, there would have been no formal end to war with the British. Had 
Adams, a Massachusetts Yankee of modest upbringing, not traveled to England 
and presented his credentials as our first diplomat in the Court of King George 
III, the new United States might have never stabilized relations with the British 
after the war. Even in the nineteenth century, when diplomats barely made living 
wages and Congress saddled the State Department with a slew of domestic 
responsibilities from maintaining the mint to notarizing official documents, the 
Department defined the modern map of the United States, brokering the 


Louisiana Purchase and settling disputes with Britain over the border with 
Canada. Even after the First World War, as the nation turned inward and 
grappled with the Great Depression, American secretaries of state orchestrated 
the Washington Naval Conference on disarmament and the Pact of Paris, 
renouncing war—forging bonds that were later integral in rallying the allies 
against the Axis powers. 

American politicians have forever exploited a vein of nationalism and 
isolationism against the work of foreign policy. One late nineteenth-century 
congressman accused diplomats of “working our ruin by creating a desire for 
foreign customs and foreign follies. The disease is imported by our returning 
diplomats and by the foreign ambassadors sent here by monarchs and despots to 
corrupt and destroy our American ideals.” He suggested confining diplomats on 
their return from assignments, “as we quarantine foreign rags through fear of 
cholera.” But great diplomatic accomplishments always cut through that 
hostility. 

This was never more true than during World War II, when the Department 
adapted to the challenges of the day and gave rise to the most fruitful period of 
diplomatic accomplishment in American history. The State Department faced an 
existential crisis then not unlike the one that unraveled in 2017. “The American 
nation desperately needs and desperately lacks an adequate State Department at 
this hour of the shaping of its future,” screamed the St. Louis Post-Dispatch in 
1943 copy that would splice neatly into coverage of Trump’s secretaries of state 
generations later. But the response was a world apart: Between 1940 and 1945, 
the Department modernized and reformed. It tripled its workforce and doubled 
its budget. It restructured, creating offices to address long-term planning, 
postwar reconstruction and public information in an age of fast-changing mass 
media. 

That modernized State Department, led by a new generation of hard-charging 
diplomats, shaped a new international order. Those years saw the forging of a 



great wartime alliance between the United States and the United Kingdom, 
brokered by Winston Churchill and Franklin Roosevelt. The same era brought 
about the creation of the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, 
negotiated between the United States, Canada, Western Europe, Australia, and 
Japan. It produced the “containment” doctrine that came to define US 
engagement with the Soviets for decades to come. Among the prominent 
architects of this era were six friends, later celebrated as “the Wise Men.” Two, 
George Kennan and Charles Bohlen, were members of the Foreign Service, the, 
at the time, newly formed professional organization for diplomats. In the postwar 
years, the Wise Men guided President Truman to what would become the 
Truman Doctrine, committing the United States to support other nations against 
the Soviets and to the massive Marshall Plan for international assistance to those 
nations. The same timeframe yielded the creation of NATO, championed by 
another member of a rejuvenated State Department, Under Secretary Robert 
Lovett. 

The era of the Wise Men was far from perfect. Some of their most celebrated 
ideas were also fonts of blunder and misery. Despite Kennan’s warnings, for 
example, containment was appropriated as a rationale for the military escalation 
and conflict that came to define the Cold War. “As much as I love reading 
Present at the Creation ,” John Kerry said of Dean Acheson’s densely detailed 
800-page memoir of his time at the State Department, “Maybe history and some 
distance tells us that Acheson and Dulles made some mistakes out of a certainty 
and a view of the world that we paid for a long time, certainly in some places? In 
my generation, Richard Holbrooke and I both knew that the supposed best and 
the brightest got plenty of our friends killed in Vietnam.” 

But the Wise Men had undeniable success and staying power in stabilizing 
the world. And diplomats of their stature, and the kind of old-school diplomacy 
they practiced, seem harder to find today than seventy years ago, or fifty, or 
twenty. “Is it the person or the role or the times?” Kerry wondered. “I see some 



really first-rate diplomats who have done great work. . . . Maybe we just don’t 
celebrate people in government and at State the way we once did?” 

Henry Kissinger argued that a broader shift had taken place: that something 
had changed not simply in the State Department and its relative bureaucratic 
influence, but in the philosophy of the American people. It was not lost on me 
that I was sitting across from someone with a more complicated legacy than 
even the Wise Men: regarded in some circles as an exemplar of the ferocious 
diplomat, and in others as a war criminal for his bombing of Cambodia. (It 
wasn’t lost on him either: he attempted to end our interview when I approached 
subjects of controversy.) This may have been why Kissinger tended towards the 
general and the philosophical. Tactics, he felt, had triumphed over strategy, and 
fast reaction over historicized decision-making. “The United States is eternally 
preoccupied with solving whatever problems emerge at the moment,” Kissinger 
said. “We have an inadequate number of experienced people in the conduct of 
foreign policy but even more importantly, an inadequate number of people who 
can think of foreign policy as a historical process.” 

That was how the last standard bearers of the diplomatic profession found 
themselves, increasingly, at odds with administrations seeking political 
expedience and military efficiency. Kissinger pointed to the confrontation 
between the Obama administration and its representative on Afghanistan and 
Pakistan, Richard Holbrooke: a struggle to be heard in a policy process 
overtaken by generals, and to apply the lessons of Vietnam in an administration 
fixated on innovation. “They wanted to start something new, and he wanted to 
apply lessons from the past,” Kissinger said of Holbrooke. Similar battles were 
lost by other diplomats before, and more have been lost since. But the story of 
Richard Holbrooke, and the disintegration of his last mission, and the 
devastating effect that had on the lives of the diplomats around him, provide a 
window into what was lost when we turned away from a profession that once 
saved us. “It’s one great American myth,” Kissinger added, speaking slowly, 



“that you can always try something new.” 



2 


LADY TALIBAN 


The power went out, as it often did in Islamabad, and the room went dark. 

But the laptop had juice, so the human rights activist I had come to see swung 
the screen around and told me to watch. A video flickered on screen. It was 
shaky, surreptitiously captured from a distance. Six young men stumbled through 
a wooded area, blindfolded, hands bound behind their backs. In typical civilian 
kurtas, they did not look like fighters. Soldiers in Pakistani Army uniforms led 
the young men to a clearing and lined them up against a stonework wall. 

An older, bearded officer, a commander perhaps, approached the young men, 
one by one. “Do you know the Kalimas ?” he asked, referring to the Islamic 
religious phrases sometimes uttered before death. He rejoined more than half a 
dozen soldiers at the other end of the clearing. They were lining up in the style 
of an execution squad. “One by one, or together?” asked one. “Together,” said 
the commander. The soldiers raised their rifles—G3s, standard issue equipment 
in the Pakistani military—took aim, and fired. 

The men crumpled to the ground. Several survived, wailing and writhing on 


the ground. A soldier approached and fired into each body, silencing the men one 
by one. 

For a moment after the video ended, no one said anything. Street traffic 
rattled through a nearby window. Finally, the human rights activist asked: “What 
will you do now?” 


The video was shocking, but its existence was no surprise. It was 2010 in 
Pakistan, home to America’s most important counterterrorism partnership. Al- 
Qaeda’s leadership had fled American military operations in Afghanistan, 
evaporating into the thin mountain air of Pakistan’s untamed border country. 

This was the heart of the war on terror and the hunt for Osama bin Laden. As a 
rookie recruit to the State Department’s Afghanistan and Pakistan team, charged 
with talking to development and human rights groups, I found that diplomacy in 
the region had a quality of pantomime. Every conversation, whether about 
building dams or reforming education, was in fact about counterterrorism: 
keeping Pakistan happy enough to join the fight and allow our supplies to pass 
through its borders to American troops in Afghanistan. But often, the Pakistanis 
were unwilling (according to the Americans) or unable (by their own account) to 
move against their country’s terrorist strongholds. 

The previous fall, there had been a rare success—Pakistani forces had staged 
an offensive in the rural Swat valley, seizing control and capturing Taliban 
militants. But it wasn’t long before rumors began to circulate about what exactly 
that success had entailed. Public reports were emerging of a new wave of 
executions in the wake of military operations in Swat. By that summer, Human 
Rights Watch had investigated 238 alleged executions and found at least 50 were 
heavily corroborated. As with everything in government, the executions even 
had an acronym: EJK, for “extrajudicial killings.” The issue was complex. In 
mral Pakistan, courtrooms and prisons were more the stuff of aspiration than 



reality. Some Pakistani military units viewed summary executions as the only 
practical way of dealing with extremists they apprehended. But the tactic was 
also proving useful in disposing of a growing number of dissidents, lawyers, and 
journalists. Pakistani military personnel, when they could be enticed to 
acknowledge the issue at all, bitterly pointed out that the United States pressed 
them to target some bad guys, then complained when they took out others. 

The killings were a point of extraordinary sensitivity in the relationship 
between Pakistan and the United States. For the Pakistanis, they were an 
embarrassment. For the Americans, they were a fly in the ointment. American 
taxpayers had bankrolled Pakistan to the tune of $19.7 billion in military and 
civilian assistance since September 11, 2001. Revelations about the murders 
raised the specter of unwanted scrutiny. 

Inside the State Department, I circulated news of the video, and of mounting 
calls for a response from human rights watchdogs. The results were Kafkaesque. 
Officials set to work quashing meetings with the groups behind the reporting. 
When they acquiesced to a single briefing, in Washington, with Human Rights 
Watch, it was with the understanding that we would allow no questions of the 
US government, and that our comments be limited to “very general press 
guidance.” A career bureaucrat with a prim demeanor and a vacant smile 
responded to my emails on the subject with a cheerful suggestion: 


Sent: Monday, March 08, 2010 4:43 PM 

Subject: RE: Extrajudicial Executions/HRW Meeting 

Request 


One suggestion: rather than specifically referencing the 
term EJK, we’ve been trying to work these issues under the 




umbrella of “gross violations of human rights” (statutory 
language lifted from Leahy provisions). One advantage of 
using the Leahy phrasing is that it covers the broad swath 
of abuses (including EJK) of concern to the USG; another 
is that it encompasses abuses committed by insurgents as 
well as those attributed to government forces and agencies 
The bonus is that it helps to insulate “open source” 
meetings from the sensitive policy discussions on the high 
side. 

Just a semantic twist in service of diplomacy. 


The statute she was referring to—named after its sponsor, Senator Patrick 
Leahy of Vermont—banned giving American assistance to foreign military units 
committing atrocities. I forwarded the exchange to a colleague. “Oh boy, how 
Rwanda-press-conferences-circa-1994 is this!?”, I wrote, referring to the 
“semantic twists” US officials undertook to avoid using the word “genocide” in 
the midst of that crisis. 

Several months later, I pushed a dossier across a conference table toward 
Melanne Verveer, Hillary Clinton’s ambassador-at-large for global women’s 
issues. We were both visiting Islamabad and she’d asked what human rights 
groups were saying. I printed up some of the reporting—nothing classified, just 
open-source documents. All the same, I stuck to euphemisms. 

“There’s a spike in . . . gross violations of human rights.” 

“And when you say, ‘gross violations’?. . ..” she said, flipping through the 


file. 




“Executions.” 

It was June, Islamabad’s hottest month of the year, and the air felt close in the 
cramped room at the American embassy in Pakistan. Across the table from the 
two of us, a diplomat stationed at the embassy glared at me. She’d shot me a 
warning look when the topic came up. Now her lips were pursed, her eyes boring 
into me. On the table in front of her, her knuckles were marble-white. 
Ambassador Robin Raphel, the career Foreign Service officer who was 
overseeing a spike in American assistance to Pakistan that year, was furious. 


Later that week, embassy staff and locals gathered outside the American 
ambassador’s residence in Islamabad’s secure “red zone.” Nestled at the foot of 
the densely forested Margalla Hills, the city’s wide avenues are lined with 
eucalyptus and pine trees. By that June in 2010, its parks and lawns were an 
explosion of white gladiolus and purple amaranthus. At night, the posh districts 
hummed with intellectual energy. As the war raged nearby, an international set of 
diplomats, reporters, and aid workers met for golden-haloed cocktail parties, 
exchanging whispers of palace intrigue. 

Robin Raphel had been a fixture at such parties for years, since she began 
working in Pakistan decades earlier. To many locals, she was simply “Robin.” 

That night at the ambassador’s residence, she was in her element, holding 
forth for a clutch of party-goers. With high cheekbones and ramrod-straight 
posture, she had an aristocratic quality, her blond hair pulled into a tight French 
twist. She spoke with a locked jaw and the clipped, mid-Atlantic cadence of a 
1940s movie star. Tossed over one shoulder, she wore, as she so often did, an 
embroidered pashmina shawl that made her dress suit resemble the flowing 
salwar kameez of the local women. 

Since that day in the conference room, Raphel had done her utmost to 
kneecap the junior diplomat who had responded to the question about human 



rights. When she couldn’t keep me out of meetings, she would cut me off in 
them, with relish. That night at the party she made little secret of her 
disapproval. “How dare you bring up—” here she lowered her voice 
conspiratorially, “—EJK in a meeting at this embassy.” Her lip quivered. “You 
are not of value on that issue.” 

I wondered how much she was frustrated by my criticism of America’s role in 
Pakistan and how much she just found me personally annoying. I explained, 
trying to stay deferential, that the State Department had adopted a policy of 
acknowledging the human rights reporting, even if we didn’t confirm it. “Well, 
that may be the case in DC,” she sniffed. She fingered the loop of pearls at her 
neck. “This isn’t DC. And we do not discuss that issue here.” 

It would be three years before the gutting of Mahogany Row, but in national 
security hot spots like this, you could see the power slipping away from 
diplomats in real time. Pakistan was the perfect illustration of the trend: for 
decades, the Pentagon and the CIA had bypassed the United States’ civilian 
foreign policy systems to do business directly with Pakistan’s military and 
intelligence leaders. In the years since September 11, 2001, they’d gained more 
freedom than ever to do so. Standing in the warm Islamabad summer, I 
wondered at Robin Raphel, so keen to avoid tough questions about a foreign 
military and its entanglements with our own. What did she understand her role to 
be, at a time in which so much of that role was being carved away and carted 
off? When nineteenth-century pundits suggested quarantining diplomats, lest 
they bring back mixed allegiances, was this what they meant? Was this 
something old or something new? 


For decades, Robin Raphel embodied a tradition of old-school diplomacy. Born 
Robin Lynn Johnson, she grew up in a sleepy lumber town in Washington State, 
tearing through the National Geographic magazines her father collected and 



dreaming of the wider world. At Mark Morris High, she was voted “most likely 
to succeed.” “She seemed to have a worldly sense about her,” remembered one 
classmate. In college, she’d leapt at opportunities to travel, spending a summer 
in Tehran with a church group, before heading to a junior year abroad at the 
University of London. 

“Are you still religious?” I once asked her. She snorted derisively. This 
seemed an absurd question to her. “What do you mean, ‘am I still religious’?” 
she snapped. When pressed, she waved a hand dismissively. “I wouldn’t say one 
way or another.” If Robin Raphel had time for spirituality, she didn’t have time 
to share it with me. She was all flinty pragmatism. She prided herself on it. 

After college, she spent a year studying at Cambridge and found a dazzling 
set of fellow Americans with their own international dreams and yearbook 
superlatives. It was the height of the Vietnam War, and the dorms of Oxford and 
Cambridge filled with debate about an American proxy war gone wrong. There 
were eerie parallels to another war that would, decades later, have a cataclysmic 
impact on Robin Raphel’s life: another new administration faced with a fatigued 
public, an uncooperative partner force, and an elusive insurgency with safe 
havens across a tactically challenging border. 

Raphel, then still Johnson, started dating a young Rhodes Scholar and fellow 
University of Washington graduate, Frank Aller, and befriended his roommates: 
Strobe Talbott, who would go on to become a journalist and deputy secretary of 
state, and an aspiring politician named Bill Clinton. In their modest house at 46 
Leckford Road in North Oxford, the friends spent hours agonizing over the 
threat of the draft. Clinton and Aller were both classified as “1-A”—available to 
be drafted—and both opposed the war. Clinton considered various strategies for 
avoiding the draft but ultimately decided against them, as he put it, “to maintain 
my political viability within the system.” Aller, on the other hand, stayed in 
England, on the run from the draft and agonized by the resulting stigma. A year 
later, he went home to Spokane, put a .22-caliber Smith & Wesson in his mouth, 



and blew his brains out. 


I asked Raphel how Aller’s death, so soon after they dated, affected her. 

“Oh,” she said, as if I’d asked her about a fender bender. “I was very upset, 
needless to say!” She paused, realizing how she’d sounded. “As you’ve no doubt 
noticed, I’m passionate about being dispassionate.” Robin Raphel wasn’t about 
to let emotion be an obstacle to the life on the world stage she was, even then, 
beginning to craft. In the following years, her path would wind from Tehran to 
Islamabad to Tunisia. 


Over the course of that journey, Raphel’s critics would not share her 
dispassion. By the end of her career, she would be called a traitor, a turncoat, and 
a terrorist sympathizer. In the Indian press, she was called, with delight, “Lady 
Taliban.” The astonishing nadir would come during the Obama administration. 
Four years after our run-in in Islamabad, Raphel arrived at her desk on the first 
floor of the State Department, in a sea of cubicles not far from the cafeteria. She 
checked her email and took a few routine meetings. It was early afternoon when 
she saw the missed calls. The first was from Slomin’s Home Security; someone 
had been trying to get into Raphel’s house. The next call was from her daughter 
Alexandra, who was panicked. Raphel had to get home immediately, Alexandra 
said. Raphel got into her Ford Focus and drove the twenty-minute route to her 
home in Northwest Washington, DC. 

What she arrived, she saw a dozen FBI agents crawling over her modest two- 
story Cape Cod-style house. Two earnest-looking agents in plainclothes 
approached her and showed her their badges. Next they handed her a warrant. 

It specified that Robin Raphel was being investigated under 18 U.S.C. 

Section 793(e), a criminal statute that covers the illegal gathering or transmission 
of national security information: 

Espionage. 
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DICK 


"Vietnam was a spectral horror for the friends at 46 Leckford in the late 
1960s, but for other young men, the war had an almost magnetic pull. Richard 
Holbrooke, who years later became close to Strobe Talbott, and through him, 

Bill Clinton, sought out the war as a proving ground. His experiences there 
would echo through forty years of American warfare. Decades later, he would 
become one of the last voices to carry the lessons of Vietnam into the modern 
conflict in Afghanistan and Pakistan. 

Holbrooke was a New Yorker, born to Jewish parents. He was “Dick” to his 
friends, until his elegant third wife enforced a transition to the more genteel 
“Richard.” (His enemies never transitioned.) Dick Holbrooke was grasping, 
relentless, wore his ambition on his sleeve—the kind of person who could go in 
a revolving door behind you and come out ahead of you, one friend said. He was 
oblivious to social graces in the pursuit of his goals. While making an 
impassioned point, he once followed Hillary Clinton into a women’s room—in 
Pakistan, she would stress in the retelling. A former flame recalled waiting with 


him, endlessly, for a cab during a torrential storm in Manhattan. When one 
finally approached, he kissed her on the cheek and hopped in without a word, 
leaving her in the downpour. As Pamela Harriman, the socialite-turned-diplomat, 
once remarked tartly: “He’s not entirely housebroken.” 

He always struck me as vast—not so much taller but somehow more 
expansive than his six foot, one inch frame. He had pale eyes and a gaze like a 
bird of prey, but also an irrepressible twinkle, his thin lips always on the verge of 
a smirk. His eruptions of temper were legendary, but he would just as often go 
still, dropping his voice to a near whisper. He deployed both tactics in a singular 
negotiating style he compared to “a combination of chess and mountain 
climbing”—flattering, bullying, charming, and intimidating his way to 
persuasion. He wrote voluminously, and had the uncanny ability to speak in 
crisp, complete paragraphs. As oblivious as he could be to the sensitivities of 
people around him, he was a detailed observer of the world and indomitable in 
his excitement about it. In other words, he was the rare asshole who was worth 
it. 

As a child, he idolized scientists: Einstein, Fermi. But his interests turned to 
the wider world. After his father succumbed to colon cancer, he grew close to the 
family of his classmate, David Rusk, whose father Dean would soon become 
Kennedy’s secretary of state, and who visited Holbrooke’s class at Scarsdale 
High School to extol the virtues of the Foreign Service. At the time, it was 
journalism that captivated Holbrooke. He was sports editor at his high school’s 
newspaper, then editor in chief of his college’s, the Brown Daily Herald, where 
his analyses of Cold War tensions ran under announcements for cheerleading 
tryouts. As a sophomore, he convinced his editors to send him to the 1960 Four 
Powers Summit in Paris, where Western leaders were set to meet with Nikita 
Khrushchev to try to ease tensions over the division of Berlin. The summit was a 
spectacular failure. Days before, the Soviets shot down a U-2 spy plane and the 
ensuing confrontation soon shut down the talks. James “Scotty” Reston of the 



New York Times, whom Holbrooke idolized and who gave the young student 
journalist a job fetching drinks for the Times team in Paris, told Holbrooke: 
“Whether you go into journalism or the Foreign Service as a career, you will 
always be able to say, ‘I started my career at the worst diplomatic fiasco ever 
held.’ ” He was wrong: Holbrooke would see worse. After graduating from 
Brown, he tried and failed to get a job at the Times and decided to take the 
Foreign Service exam. So it was that newly minted Foreign Service officer 
Richard Holbrooke arrived at Tan Son Nhut airport in Saigon on a muggy June 
night in 1963. 


Vietnam was the first modern test of American “counter-insurgency”—the 
strategy of securing a vulnerable population while winning its loyalty through 
social programs. During a Foreign Service training course, Holbrooke and his 
Vietnam-bound contemporaries—including Anthony Lake, who would later 
become Clinton’s national security advisor—whiled away sweltering nights 
playing a game called “fan ball,” which involved throwing a tennis ball at a 
ceiling fan, then scrambling to chase it as it ricocheted around the room. (They 
could hardly have designed a more conspicuous Vietnam metaphor if they tried.) 
At the time of his arrival, twenty-two-year-old Holbrooke was single and could 
be sent to the rural frontlines to oversee development programs. It gave him an 
unvarnished view of mounting failures that his superiors in Washington lacked. 

He also witnessed the precipitous militarization of policymaking in Vietnam. 
During a trip with the 9th Marine Regiment in rural Da Nang, Holbrooke 
watched General Lewis Walt, commander of the Marine Amphibious Force, 
kneel and push away semicircles of sand in front of him, showing how the 
Americans would supposedly push out the Vietcong, making way for the South 
Vietnamese and good governance. A group of Vietnamese children looked on, 
chattering curiously. Holbrooke, never one to mince words, pointed out: “But the 



VC will just move in behind you.” The general, and Americans across Vietnam, 
kept on pushing for years. “Despite the hours and days of instruction they had in 
‘counterinsurgency,’ despite all the briefings which emphasized the political 
nature of the war, they could not understand what was going on or how to deal 
with it,” Holbrooke wrote in one unpublished memo. The insurgents would not 
give up, and the locals “were not going to switch sides in return for some free 
soap.” 

Holbrooke dissented, loudly. During his time in the provinces, he once argued 
openly with General William Westmoreland, the commander of US forces in 
Vietnam. 

“How old are you?” Westmoreland finally asked, exasperated. 

“Twenty-four.” 

“What makes you think you know so much?” 

“I don’t know,” said Holbrooke, “but I’ve been here two years and I’ve spent 
all of the time in the field.” 

Westmoreland was reporting back to Washington his conviction that he could 
break the insurgency through increasing levels of force. As Holbrooke ascended 
to positions at the White House and State Department, he sent vigorous, often 
unsolicited memos to his bosses. “I have never seen the Americans in such 
disarray,” he wrote in one when he was just twenty-six. Forty years later, when I 
was working for him as the military pushed for a troop surge in Afghanistan, 
Holbrooke unearthed the memo and had me forward it to his Vietnam buddies. 

When the Department of Defense launched the top-secret review of Vietnam 
eventually known as the Pentagon Papers, an official named Leslie Gelb, who 
went on to become the head of the Council on Foreign Relations and a lifelong 
friend to Holbrooke, tapped the iconoclastic young diplomat to write one 
volume. Holbrooke’s contributions were scathing. The counterinsurgency was 
“faultily conceived and clumsily executed.” The hawks, he argued, had 
dangerously commandeered policymaking. 



When the legendary diplomat Averell Harriman headed a delegation to 
negotiate with the North Vietnamese, Holbrooke numbed his bosses into 
submission hustling for a spot on the team. He believed in the power of 
negotiation to end the war. “Holbrooke wants to always talk with the other side,” 
said Nicholas Katzenbach, the under secretary of state who was Holbrooke’s 
boss in the late 1960s. “He always thinks there’s some negotiation, some middle 
road.” But Paris was an agonizing failure. During a close presidential race, the 
Nixon campaign, it later emerged, worked to scuttle the talks, encouraging South 
Vietnam to drag its feet. Famously, the team wasted two months arguing over the 
shape of the negotiating table, as the war raged. 

Shortly after Nixon took office, Holbrooke resigned and left government. “[I]t 
was neither foreordained nor inevitable that the war should continue, with 
another twenty-five thousand Americans and countless Vietnamese dead,” he 
later wrote. “A negotiated end to the war in 1968 was possible; the distance to 
peace was far smaller than most historians realize.” He’d seen the United States 
squander one chance to end a war; he wouldn’t let it happen again. 

As the war in Afghanistan raged in September 2010, the State Department 
Historian’s Office released the final volume in the government’s official history 
of Vietnam. Richard Holbrooke walked from his office to the State Department’s 
George C. Marshall Conference Center to deliver remarks on the publication, 
which contained one of his early memos. It was a gray day, and he wore a gray, 
rumpled suit, and stood in front of a gray drop cloth. The fluorescent lights cast 
deep shadows under his eyes. He paused a little more often than usual. When an 
audience member asked about the parallels between Afghanistan and Vietnam, 
Holbrooke managed a wan smile. “I was wondering how long we could avoid 
that question.” 

He spoke carefully. As Holbrooke’s contemporaries slipped from power and a 
new generation took hold, the word “Vietnam” increasingly registered as an 
unwelcome history lesson. But privately, I had heard him lay out the comparison. 



In Vietnam, the United States had been defeated by a country adjacent to the 
conflict, harboring enemy safe havens across a porous border; by our reliance on 
a corrupt partner government; and by an embrace of a failing counterinsurgency 
doctrine at the behest of the military establishment. In Afghanistan, he was 
witnessing echoes of all three dynamics—including yet another administration 
favoring military voices and missing opportunities for negotiation. “Dick 
Holbrooke was, of course, a friend of mine,” Henry Kissinger said. “It was a fair 
comparison,” he observed of the parallels Holbrooke drew between Vietnam and 
Afghanistan. In both cases, the United States would find itself applying 
frameworks that had worked elsewhere in the world with disastrous results. 
“Vietnam was the attempt to apply the containment principles of Europe to 
Asia,” Kissinger continued, “But, in Europe, containment was applied to 
societies that had existed for hundreds of years and whose internal structure was 
relatively stable except for the impact of the war.” Vietnam had proved to be 
another matter entirely. Likewise, in Afghanistan, the question after 9/11 was, 
“Can we turn Afghanistan into a democratic government which no longer 
supports such efforts?” as Kissinger put it. “That was the wrong question.” 

That day at the State Department, Richard Holbrooke was quick to point out 
that Afghanistan was not Vietnam. The inciting event—an attack on American 
soil—made the strategic calculus different. “But structurally there are obvious 
similarities,” he said. “And leafing through these books here, they leap out at 
you. Many of the programs that are being followed, many of the basic doctrines 
are the same ones that we were trying to apply in Vietnam.” 
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THE MANGO CASE 


Shortly after Richard Holbrooke left behind the wreckage of Vietnam and 
resigned from the Nixon administration, Robin Raphel departed Cambridge and 
returned to Iran, taking a job teaching history at Damavand College for women. 
Before the fall of the shah, Tehran was cosmopolitan and welcoming. Raphel 
danced and acted in US-backed theater productions, including one of Anything 
Goes. She fell in love with a handsome, funny Foreign Service officer, Arnold 
Raphel; “Arnie,” to friends. In 1972, they married on the grounds of the 
American embassy in an interfaith ceremony bringing together his Judaism, her 
Christianity, and a lot of 1970s velvet. 

When he was posted to Pakistan in 1975, Raphel went with him. Pakistan 
didn’t faze her any more than Iran had. Islamabad was a sleepy town, lush and 
green, with a third of its current population. “It was great,” Raphel recalled, 
lighting up at the memory. “It was up and coming.” She joined the Foreign 
Service and took a job at USAID. The young American couple cut a glamorous 
profile, throwing cocktail parties and hosting screenings of American movies. 


She slipped effortlessly into Pakistani high society, developing a network of 
connections that would serve—and haunt—her in years to come. For Raphel, 
like generations of Foreign Service officers before her, advancing American 
influence was about friendship and conversation. “You need to be engaged and 
figure out what makes people tick and what motivates them,” she said. “To me 
that’s blindingly obvious.” She reflected on this for a moment. “But sometimes 
we forget. And in this post-9/11, more urgent and demanding time, we fell into 
finger-wagging demanding.” 

Just a few years after Raphel’s first, golden days in Islamabad, a 
transformation swept the region. When the secular, American-backed shah of 
Iran fell to an Islamist revolution in 1979, it cemented America’s reliance on 
Pakistan as a military and intelligence partner. The United States had lost 
important listening stations in Iran used to monitor the Soviets. The CIA 
approached Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence agency—the ISI—which 
agreed to build Pakistani facilities to fill the void. 


The call ol Islamic revolution also sounded from Iran to neighboring 
Afghanistan, where a Soviet-backed Marxist regime had seized control a year 
earlier. Under the guidance of the KGB, the Marxists had instituted secular 
reforms, including mandatory girls’ education. On propaganda posters, women 
with red babushkas and red lips held open books under Cyrillic screaming: “IF 
YOU DON’T READ BOOKS, YOU’LL FORGET THE LETTERS.” For 
conservative Afghans, it was too much. The Afghan army erupted against the 
communists. 

Initially, the Soviets hesitated as the revolt spread. But in Moscow, diplomacy 
had been sidelined and the KGB’s influence had swelled. KGB chief Yuri 
Andropov neatly bypassed Soviet diplomats voicing caution. On Christmas Eve, 
transport planes loaded with Soviet troops landed at Kabul airport. The Carter 



administration saw the invasion as a chance to embarrass Moscow. Carter green- 
lit a covert war orchestrated through the United States’ military alliance with 
Pakistan. “It is essential that Afghanistan’s resistance continues,” National 
Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski wrote. “This means more money as well 
as arms shipments to the rebels. . . To make this possible, we must both reassure 
Pakistan and encourage it to help the rebels. This will require a review of our 
policy toward Pakistan, more guarantees to it, more arms aid, and, alas, a 
decision that our security policy toward Pakistan cannot be dictated by our 
nonproliferation policy.” 

Pakistan had not been a paragon of virtue in the late 1970s. Its military 
dictator, Mohammed Zia-ul-Haq, hanged the civilian leader he had forced out of 
office, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, and canceled elections. Pakistan was aggressively 
pursuing the atom bomb, resisting American calls to stand down. In the name of 
war with the Soviets, as was the case in the later war on terror, all those concerns 
were secondary. 

Over the course of Reagan’s first term, Congress’s approved funding for the 
covert war swelled from tens to hundreds of millions of dollars a year. Zia 
insisted that guns purchased with those funds be dispersed entirely on Pakistan’s 
terms. A Top Secret Presidential Finding at the outset of the war called for the 
CIA to defer to Pakistan. One Islamabad station chief remembered his orders this 
way: “Take care of the Pakistanis, and make them do whatever you need them to 
do.” When Zia visited Reagan, Secretary of State Shultz wrote a memo advising 
that, “We must remember, without Zia’s support, the Afghan resistance, key to 
making the Soviets pay a heavy price for their Afghan adventure, is effectively 
dead.” (When I asked Shultz about his advocacy for the Pakistani regime, he was 
unapologetic. “Zia and President Reagan, they had a relationship. The whole 
idea was helping the mujahedeen get the Soviet Union out of Afghanistan,” he 
said, using the Arabic word for Muslim fighters engaged in jihad, like those 
fighting the Soviets. “And we succeeded.”) And so, as Zia insisted, weapons 



would be given to Pakistan’s ISI, which would hand-select the mujahedeen who 
received the spoils. The United States, still stinging from the complexities of 
managing a proxy war in Vietnam, was happy to leave the details to Pakistan. 


Amid them urgency of battle with the Soviets, the partnership’s less pleasant 
realities were easy to overlook. Pakistani officers sold their CIA-supplied 
weapons on the black market—once, they even sold them back to the CIA. 
Pakistan continued to brazenly flaunt its nuclear development. In 1985, the 
Senate passed the so-called Pressler Amendment, requiring the president to 
certify, on an annual basis, that Pakistan didn’t possess nukes. The rule was 
strict: no certification, no assistance. Zia lied to President Reagan about the 
Pakistani nuclear program. “There is no question that we had an intelligence 
basis for not certifying from 1987 on,” said one veteran CIA official. But Reagan 
continued to certify that Pakistan was nonnuclear anyway. Ohio senator John 
Glenn argued that nuclear proliferation was “a far greater danger to the world 
than being afraid to cut off the flow of aid to Afghanistan. . . . It’s the short-term 
versus the long-term.” But he was a rare voice of dissent. 

The covert war also required that the Americans turn a blind eye to the 
brutality of the jihad being armed across the border. The Pakistanis passed the 
American arms to the most ruthless of the Islamist hard-liners: radicals like 
Abdul Sayyaf and Burhanuddin Rabbani and Jalaluddin Haqqani, all with strong 
ties to terrorist networks. One of the ISI’s favored sons was Gulbuddin 
Hekmatyar, a vicious fundamentalist who reputedly specialized in skinning 
captured soldiers alive and whose men indiscriminately murdered civilians. A 
pugnacious CIA agent named Milt Bearden took over the program in the latter 
half of the 1980s. By his estimate, the Pakistanis gave nearly a quarter of the 
American spoils to Hekmatyar. “Hekmatyar was a favorite of the Pakistanis, but 
he certainly wasn’t a favorite of mine,” he told me. He added flatly: “I really 



should have shot him when I had the chance.” 


International Islamists were attracted like moths to the fires of extremism 
stoked by the Pakistanis and Americans. A wealthy Saudi patron named Osama 
bin Laden moved to Pakistan in the mid-1980s and drew close to some of the 
ISI’s favored jihadis, including Hekmatyar and Sayyaf. He offered cash stipends 
to fighters from the ISI’s training camps, and eventually established his own, 
modeled closely after the ISPs. 

And it worked. Within a few years, the CIA declared the covert war cost- 
effective. The true costs became apparent later. 


Robin and Arnold Raphel had moved to Washington, DC, just before the war 
with the Soviets broke out and “a lot of stuff went south,” as she would later put 
it. This was an accurate description of events in both the US-Pakistani 
relationship and her own. She wanted children; Arnold didn’t. They divorced in 
the early 1980s. Raphel would have two subsequent marriages, and two 
daughters. But friends described Arnold as the love of Robin Raphel’s life. One 
sensed she’d sooner jump out of a window than cop to such sentimentality. 

Arnold, still a rising star in the Foreign Service, returned to Pakistan as US 
ambassador. On a hot afternoon in August 1988, he joined President Zia in a 
stretch of desert near the provincial city of Bahawalpur for a demonstration of 
the American Abrams tank—the latest offering to be purchased with Pakistan’s 
still-ongoing flood of assistance—and then accepted a last-minute invitation to 
join Zia in his American-made C-130 Hercules, for the commute back to 
Islamabad. They were joined by Zia’s chief of staff and ISI chief General Akhtar, 
who had hand-selected the mujahedeen supported by America’s covert war, 
along with General Herbert M. Wassom, who oversaw US military assistance to 
Pakistan. Exactly five minutes after they took off, the plane plunged into the 
desert and exploded into a massive fireball. All thirty souls aboard were dead, 



including Zia-ul-Haq and Arnold Raphel. 

The incident is, to this day, one of the great unsolved mysteries of Pakistani 
history. Although an American ambassador had been killed and the FBI had 
statutory authority to investigate, Secretary of State Shultz ordered FBI 
investigators to stay away. Milt Bearden, likewise, kept the CIA away. The only 
Americans allowed on the site, seven Air Force investigators, ruled out 
mechanical failure in a secret report. The only possibility was sabotage. A 
canister containing VX nerve gas or a similar agent could have wiped out the 
plane, perhaps. A long-standing conspiracy theory held that nerve gas was 
secreted in a case of mangoes, loaded onboard before takeoff. 

For Pakistan, the crash deepened mistrust of the Americans. General Beg, 
who seized power afterwards, was as committed as Zia to Pakistan’s nuclear 
development and support for terrorist proxies—but less friendly to the United 
States. For Robin Raphel, the tragedy severed her from those early, hopeful days 
in Tehran. When I asked about losing Arnold, she gave a small, brittle laugh. “It 
would be difficult for anyone. But life goes on.” 

That was the year the last of the Soviets pulled out of Afghanistan. The CIA 
station in Islamabad’s cable relating the news read, simply, “we won.” But the 
lack of broader strategic dialogue between the United States and Pakistan hit 
hard and fast once the Red Menace subsided. 


Four months later, when Pakistan’s new prime minister, Benazir Bhutto, made 
her first official trip to the United States, the cracks were already beginning to 
show. Bhutto, the daughter of Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto, the prime minister over whose 
hanging Zia had presided, had returned to Pakistan after years of exile. Harvard- 
educated and just thirty-five years old, she cut a glamorous profile. Wearing a 
white headscarf, a gold and pink salwar kameez, and literally rose-colored 
aviator glasses, she stood in front of the American flag at a joint session of 



Congress and quoted Lincoln, Madison, and Kennedy. “Speaking for Pakistan, I 
can declare that we do not possess nor do we intend to make a nuclear device,” 
she said emphatically. 

But days beforehand, Bhutto had sat at Blair House, kitty-corner from the 
White House, and received an alarming briefing from CIA director William H. 
Webster. According to one person who was present that day, Webster walked in 
with a soccer ball converted into a mock-up of the kind of nuclear prototype he 
now knew Pakistan possessed. Webster told Bhutto that if her country continued 
the process of converting its gaseous uranium into solid “pits”—the cores of 
atom bombs—there was no way President Bush could certify that Pakistan was 
non-nuclear later that year. Before the end of the month, the jig was up. The CIA 
had irrefutable evidence that Pakistan had machined its uranium into several 
cores. In 1990, just a year after the Soviets’ departure from Afghanistan, George 
H. W. Bush became the first president to decline to certify that Pakistan 
remained nonnuclear. Under the terms of the Pressler Amendment, most 
economic and military assistance was suspended, and F-16 fighter jets ordered 
and paid for by Pakistan were left to collect dust in Arizona for years. To this 
day, the F-16s are a point of obsession for every Pakistani military official I’ve 
met. They symbolize a betrayal America quickly forgot—and Pakistan never 
did. 

When the military relationship came screeching to a halt, there was little by 
way of meaningful diplomatic context to soften the blow. Even Milt Bearden, 
maestro of mujahedeen chaos, lamented the lack of dialogue: “The relationship 
was always shallow,” he remembered. “When the Soviets marched out of 
Afghanistan in February 1989, within the next year we had sanctioned them and 
cut off military contacts.” It set the tenor for the relationship in the following 
decade, with Pakistan in the role of jilted lover. “They love to love us,” reflected 
Bearden, “but they really deeply believe that every time the chips are down, we 
screw ’em.” 



Absent the urgency of a proxy war, the American foreign policy 
establishment turned on Pakistan. The country’s support for militant Islam, once 
a convenience, was now a liability. When the Soviets left, the ISI attempted to 
install Hekmatyar, its favored extremist, into power. But after he lost a bloody 
fight for Kabul, the Pakistanis turned to a different solution, arming and funding 
another conservative movement they hoped would serve as a counterbalance to 
their regional rival, India: the “students of Islam,” or Taliban. 

Stories of the Taliban’s hard-line social policies and brutal repression of 
women began to reach the Western world. Incoming secretary of state Madeleine 
Albright was among the ranks of establishment figures who began to rally 
against the regime for its deepening repression. (“I do not regret not dealing with 
the Taliban,” she said years later. “I am willing, however, to admit that it was 
very complex in terms of who really was in charge.”) That outrage gathered 
steam as the threat of the terrorists Taliban leaders were harboring became 
apparent. The 1998 bombings of two US embassies in Africa, and the revelation 
that their orchestrator, Osama bin Laden, had close ties to the Taliban, sealed the 
regime’s status as an international pariah. Pakistan, as the Taliban’s benefactor, 
shared in that reputation. 


Robin Raphel was a lone voice of dissent. When Bill Clinton took office as 
president in 1993, he had tapped Raphel, his old friend from England, to become 
assistant secretary of state for South Asian affairs. As relations between 
Washington and Islamabad chilled over the course of the 1990s, Raphel was a 
stalwart advocate for the country where she had formed so many relationships 
earlier in her career. When a senator named Hank Brown introduced legislation 
to ease restrictions on assistance to Pakistan, she worked with Pakistani 
diplomats for months lobbying for the bill. Its passage, in 1995, cleared the way 
for arms exports to Pakistan, despite the country’s growing nuclear arsenal. 



Raphel was also an ardent defender of Benazir Bhutto, who returned to power 
during Raphel’s first year as assistant secretary, and who was covertly 
authorizing assistance to the Taliban—while lying about it to the Americans. 
Raphel told me she went into the relationship with eyes open. “I didn’t believe 
Bhutto. I felt we needed to be talking to everyone.” Nevertheless, she argued 
against sanctions and helped secure assistance for Pakistan. 

Raphel also campaigned for talks with Taliban leaders. A cable summarizing 
one of her visits to Kabul in 1996 conveyed a rosy view of the regime, quoting 
one leader who told Raphel, “We are not bad people,” and optimistically 
describing the Taliban’s “growing awareness, previously absent, of their own 
limitations.” Shortly after the Taliban took control of Kabul that year, Raphel 
called on other countries to embrace the regime at a closed-door session at the 
United Nations. “They are Afghan, they are indigenous, they have demonstrated 
staying power,” she said. “It is not in the interests of Afghanistan or any of us 
here that the Taliban be isolated.” As one veteran Pakistani diplomat who 
worked with Raphel for many years put it: “If Robin had lasted another year as 
assistant secretary, there would be a Taliban embassy in Washington, DC.” 

Raphel, with her fringe embrace of the Pakistanis and the Taliban, aroused 
suspicion, both in Washington and in the region. This was the point at which the 
Indian press began tarring her as “Lady Taliban,” a moniker that would stick for 
decades. “It was silly,” she said. “Because I did go and talk to these people. That 
was my job. But, because I wasn’t horrified and didn’t want to treat them like 
pariahs . . . people found it absolutely shocking that I thought it was perfectly 
normal to talk to them.” She sighed. “It was a mistake to demonize the Taliban. 
That might well have contributed to how they got totally out of hand. Nobody 
would listen to them ... we blew them off and thought they were complete 
Neanderthal ragheads.” It was, in her view, the worst kind of mistake: 
“emotionally driven.” 

Many in the foreign policy establishment later embraced those same 



arguments for talking to the Taliban, including Richard Holbrooke. Did Raphel 
have any regrets about her more isolating and controversial positions, I asked? 
“No,” she told me, with a laugh. “I was ahead of my time!” 

At the height of Raphel’s efforts to warm relations with Pakistan in 1995, an 
aide from then-Deputy Secretary of State Strobe Talbott’s team knocked on her 
office door and told her about a troubling development. While surveilling 
Pakistani officials, intelligence agents had picked up what they took to be an 
illicit exchange. Raphel, they claimed, was leaking classified information to the 
Pakistanis, revealing the sensitive details of American intelligence on their 
nuclear program. Raphel was shaken. She met with the State Department’s 
internal police, the Diplomatic Security Service, whose agents grilled her. Their 
investigation came up empty. Raphel wasn’t cited for any infraction, and the 
matter was quickly forgotten—though, it would later come to pass, not for good. 


Raphel rotated through several other roles, serving as ambassador in Tunisia, 
and vice president of the National Defense University, and coordinating 
assistance in the early days of the Iraq War. But her story always arced back to 
Pakistan. When she left Iraq, tired, in 2005, she joined Cassidy & Associates, the 
glossy K-Street lobbying firm whose client list included the Egyptian 
intelligence services, and, on occasion, Pakistan. During Raphel’s time there, the 
firm had two Pakistani contracts, prompting the press—especially the Indian 
press—to call her a “Pakistan lobbyist.” (“Lobbyist who tormented New Delhi in 
the 1990s,” screamed the Times of India. “Brazenly pro-Pakistan partisan in 
Washington.”) Raphel laughed at this, saying she only worked on one contract 
“for three weeks” before the deal was canceled when Pakistani strongman 
Pervez Musharraf suspended the country’s constitution in November 2007. 

At a cocktail party in 2009, Raphel ran into fellow career Foreign Service 
officer and then-sitting US ambassador to Pakistan Anne Patterson. Patterson 



was a small, steely woman from Fort Smith, Arkansas, who spoke in a quiet 
Southern drawl and didn’t mince words. She was a diplomat in the classic 
tradition, with decades of service from Latin America to the Middle East. In 
Pakistan, she was confronting a new era in one of the world’s most difficult 
relationships—an era in which Pakistan had once again become essential to the 
United States. But Americans with deep contacts within Pakistani society were 
hard to come by. In the modern era, tough posts like Pakistan had become in- 
and-out assignments for junior officers looking to check a box and get a year or 
two of hazard pay (a 30 percent premium in Islamabad at the time). Someone 
with Raphel’s grasp of the Gordian knot of Pakistani politics could be 
indispensable. Patterson asked Raphel if she’d come back for one more 
assignment, helping to manage assistance in Islamabad. 

Raphel had turned sixty-one by then. She’d been married three times—most 
recently to a British diplomat, a union that lasted just a few years and ended in 
2004. She’d raised her two college-age daughters, Anna and Alexandra, mostly 
by herself. Lobbying had given her a chance to spend more time with them, and 
with her friends. But her mind, one sensed, was quick to turn back to public 
service. 

She told Anne Patterson that she’d think about it. 
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THE OTHER HAQQANI NETWORK 


The day after President Clinton announced Robin Raphel’s nomination as 
assistant secretary of state in 1993, she’d boarded a flight to Sri Lanka, en route 
to the funeral of the country’s recently assassinated president. Seated near her 
were Pakistan’s prime minister Nawaz Sharif and a thirty-six-year-old Pakistani 
diplomat named Husain Haqqani. In the years that followed, Haqqani would 
become a fixture of US-Pakistani relations. His critics would come to know him 
by some of the same labels ascribed later to Robin Raphel: turncoat, traitor, spy. 

Haqqani was urbane and charming and a flatterer. “As you know well,” he 
often said with a feline smile. “As a man of your experience of course 
understands.” He grew up in a lower-middle-class neighborhood in Pakistan’s 
commercial hub, Karachi. His parents were Indian migrants: his mother, a 
schoolteacher; his father, a lawyer, who arrived in Pakistan with few professional 
contacts and turned to representing the poor and needy. The Haqqanis lived in a 
barracks for families uprooted by Pakistan’s partition from India. Young Husain 
was fourteen before he lived in a real house. Like Holbrooke, he wasn’t born 


among elites—he clawed his way up. 

He received both a traditional Islamic education and a secular modern one. A 
quintessential^ Pakistani fault line ran through him: between church and state, 
old and new, East and West. When he enrolled at Karachi University, he became 
a student leader associated with the Jamaat-e-Islami party, joining a new 
generation of Muslims sparking change around the region. But he was torn. He 
spent hours at the American Center in Karachi’s US consulate, devouring the 
books in its library. He soaked in Western perspectives and grew disenchanted 
with his peers’ rising anti-Americanism. When an angry mob enflamed by anti- 
American sentiment burned down the US embassy in Islamabad in 1979, student 
leaders in nearby Karachi approached Haqqani and asked him to lead the charge. 
As he tells the story, he gave a dramatic speech, citing the Quran to dissuade 
them from further violence. One ulterior motive he didn’t tell the angry students 
about: he wanted to protect his beloved library inside the consulate, and the 
Western books on its shelves. 

Like Holbrooke, Haqqani was drawn to journalism and diplomacy. He wrote 
for the Far Eastern Economic Review, and later worked with Pakistani state-run 
television, sometimes burnishing the legacy of Zia-ul-Haq’s military regime. By 
his early thirties, Haqqani had built a reputation as a silver-tongued 
communicator with a knack for moving between Western and Pakistani 
audiences. 


After Benazir Bhutto became prime minister on a progressive, secular 
platform in 1988, the conservative opposition leader, Nawaz Sharif, tapped 
Haqqani to develop his media strategy. By Haqqani’s own admission, Sharif was 
exploiting xenophobia and anti-Americanism, but Haqqani felt Sharif “might be 
able to bring some balance to the country, after almost a decade of military rule.” 

It wasn’t long after Sharif took power (and after, in the conventional cycle of 



Pakistani politics, Bhutto was ousted on corruption charges) that Haqqani found 
himself at loggerheads with his boss. In 1992, as the Soviet war faded and the 
United States became more brazen in its misgivings about Pakistan, the State 
Department asked Haqqani to help deliver a message to Sharif: The United 
States knew that Pakistan was providing “material support to groups that have 
engaged in terrorism” and lying about it. It had to stop, or the US would add 
Pakistan to its official list of state sponsors of terrorism, triggering crushing 
sanctions. Sharif gathered his cabinet for a conversation that pitted Islamist 
generals against progressives like Haqqani. The ISI chief at the time, Lieutenant 
General Javed Nasir, reflected a traditional Pakistani outlook: the letter was the 
fault of an “Indo-Zionist” lobby and a Jewish ambassador (that the ambassador, 
Nicholas Platt, was, in fact, a Protestant was the least of Haqqani’s concerns). 

As Haqqani told the story, he made the case that Pakistan should reconsider 
its use of proxy relationships in favor of a greater emphasis on diplomacy. When 
Sharif sided with the intelligence and military voices, Haqqani threatened to 
quit. Sharif made him take the ambassadorship to Sri Lanka instead—a way of 
neutralizing him without negative press. It was the Pakistani equivalent of exile 
to Siberia. A year later, he resigned. 


But Haqqani was nothing if not resilient. After new elections brought Bhutto 
back into power, he became her spokesperson. He stood by her after she was, 
like clockwork, ousted again on corruption charges, and grew more public in his 
criticism of Pakistan’s military and its vice grip on power as civilian leaders 
came and went. 

It won him few fans. In 1999, Pakistani intelligence agents pulled him off a 
crowded street, threw a blanket over his head, and pushed him into a waiting car. 
On a cell phone secreted in his pocket, he dialed a friend, who alerted the media. 
He credits the call with saving his life, though he remained jailed for two and a 



half months on trumped-up corruption charges. When General Pervez Musharraf 
seized power, Haqqani realized he couldn’t live safely in his homeland during its 
frequent bouts of military rule. “He didn’t look very kindly on my writings at the 
time,” he said of Musharraf. “I felt very pressured, because it was military rule 
again. So I left. I came to the US.” Husain Haqqani Americanized. He took an 
associate professorship at Boston University, decrying Pakistan’s military 
leadership from a safe distance. 

Haqqani and Benazir Bhutto, in the midst of her own exile in Dubai, often 
talked about the future of Pakistan. She had him draft a paper outlining a new 
vision for Pakistani foreign policy, should she return to power. He argued that 
the military-to-military relationship had reinforced Pakistan’s sponsorship of 
terrorism. Pakistan had become a “rentier state: it lived off payments from a 
superpower for its strategic location and intelligence cooperation” rather than its 
aligned interests. The flow of easy cash from the United States fueled the 
disproportionate power of Pakistan’s army and intelligence services and blunted 
the potential for reform. Bhutto liked the paper, and “the idea of a new 
relationship with the United States that would be strategic rather than tactical.” 


For one moment, it looked like she might get a chance to make that vision a 
reality. After years of diplomatic pressure from the Americans and the British, 
Musharraf allowed Bhutto to return to seek election. There were plenty of people 
who wanted her dead, and she asked for more security after narrowly escaping 
one bombing. Musharraf granted only some of the requested reinforcements. If 
anything were to happen, she emailed her lobbyist, Mark Siegel, “I wld hold 
Musharaf responsible.” 

On December 27, 2007, as shadows lengthened in the late afternoon, Bhutto 
left Liaqat National Park in Rawalpindi, less than two miles from the 
headquarters of the Pakistan Army, after a stump speech calling for democracy. 



Supporters swarmed her white Toyota Land Cruiser. Bhutto, wearing her 
trademark white headscarf and a purple kameez over simple white cotton pants 
and black flats, climbed onto the backseat, poked her head out of the sunroof, 
and waved, like Eva Peron on the balcony. Gunfire cracked through the air, 
accompanied by the deafening explosion of a suicide bomber detonating his 
payload. A Getty photographer, John Moore, activated his camera’s high-speed 
motor drive, capturing the out-of-focus chaos: an orange fireball; frightened 
faces, surging through sparks and smoke; survivors staggering among bodies. 

Bhutto was dead. Her will passed leadership of her political party to her 
widower, Asif Ali Zardari, known by critics as “Mr. Ten Percent” as a result of 
long-standing corruption allegations. Her grieving supporters swept him into the 
presidency. 

During Bhutto’s exile, Haqqani had grown almost as close to Zardari as to 
her. When Zardari and his prime minister, Yousuf Raza Gilani, were looking for 
a new ambassador to the United States after the election, they asked their old 
party spokesperson, Husain Haqqani. 

He accepted. In June 2008, he headed to Washington and presented his 
credentials to George W. Bush. 

Haqqani was back in power, but many Pakistanis regarded him with 
suspicion. His switching sides to work for Bhutto—a woman he once 
campaigned against—was a mark against his loyalty. And some viewed his flight 
to America as a Rubicon. Days after Bhutto’s assassination, Musharraf had 
anatomized what he viewed as her failure. One all-important rule she broke: 
“Don’t be seen as an extension of the United States.” Haqqani, fresh from years 
of American exile, was picked for the ambassadorship for precisely that 
unforgivable quality. 

Years later, Pakistan’s Express Tribune opened a profile of Haqqani with 
George Orwell’s description of Squealer in Animal Farm : “a brilliant talker, and 
when he was arguing some difficult point, he had a way of skipping from side to 



side.” 

“None of this, of course, is to draw a comparison to the esteemed Mr. Husain 
Haqqani,” the profile continued, “after all, Squealer remained loyal to the pigs 
throughout.” 
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DUPLICITY 


Rjchard Holbrooke had been a prodigiously young assistant secretary of 
state for East Asia during the Carter administration before departing to Lehman 
Brothers during the years of Republican leadership between his diplomatic posts. 
As in all his roles, he grew close to the journalists around him while working on 
East Asia. As luck would have it, that included Strobe Talbott, who had, as 
predicted at Oxford, gone on to a career in journalism, covering foreign affairs 
for Time. 

Holbrooke’s contacts in the Clinton administration were thin. He had backed 
A1 Gore in the 1988 primary, and sat out the Clinton campaign almost entirely, 
though not for a lack of trying. He badgered friends from Vietnam with better 
proximity to Clinton—like Anthony Lake, to whom he sent an unsolicited memo 
describing the brewing conflict in Bosnia as “the key test of American policy in 
Europe” and warning of the danger of inaction. Holbrooke watched, frustrated, 
as plum positions went to Lake and other peers. It was only after lobbying from 
Talbott, who was appointed deputy secretary of state, that Holbrooke was asked 


to take the post of ambassador to Germany. And it was only by sheer willpower 
that he ascended to assistant secretary of state for Europe, and then to the 
defining role of his career, as the administration’s negotiator in the Bosnia 
conflict. 

The ethnic slaughter sparked by the disintegration of Yugoslavia had, for 
years, been an intractable problem at the periphery of American interests. By 
1995, at least 100,000 people—and upwards of 300,000, according to some 
estimates—had been killed. Faltering efforts at mediation, including one led by 
Jimmy Carter, had barely interrupted Serbian forces’ aggressions against the 
region’s Muslims and Croats. It was only after the massacre of thousands of 
Muslim men and boys in the town of Srebrenica drew international outrage that 
the United States shifted from its conviction that the violence was a “European 
problem” and green-lit a more aggressive diplomatic push. 

Holbrooke had always viewed the conflict in grand terms—as a test of NATO 
with potentially dramatic consequences for the future of Europe and, by 
extension, American strategic interests. When the Clinton administration was 
deciding who would lead the new intervention, Holbrooke campaigned for the 
position, hard. He was disliked, but some saw his maverick style as a positive. 
“The very qualities for which he was sometimes criticized—aggressiveness, 
impolitic interaction with adversaries, a penchant for cultivating the media— 
were exactly what the situation required,” Secretary of State Warren Christopher 
said. The parties to the conflict—Serbian President Slobodan Milosevic', 
Croatian president Franjo Tudjman, and Bosnia’s Alija Izetbegovic'—were 
scrappers with a history of underhanded tactics. Richard Holbrooke was a rare 
figure who could meet them toe to toe. Years later, President Clinton toasted 
Holbrooke with a gentle jab: “Everyone in the Balkans is crazy and everyone has 
a giant ego. Who else could you send?” 

Over a three-month period in 1995, Holbrooke alternately cajoled and 
harangued the parties to the conflict. For one month, he all but imprisoned them 



at Wright-Patterson Air Force Base in Dayton, Ohio—a stage where he could 
precisely direct the diplomatic theater. At the negotiations’ opening dinner, he 
seated Milosevic" under a B-2 bomber—literally in the shadow of Western 
might. At a low point in the negotiations, he announced that they were over, and 
had luggage placed outside the Americans’ doors. Milosevic" saw the bags and 
asked Holbrooke to extend the talks. The showmanship worked—the parties, 
several of them mortal enemies, signed the Dayton Agreement. 

It was an imperfect document. It ceded almost half of Bosnia to Milosevic" 
and the Serbian aggressors, essentially rewarding their atrocities. And some felt 
leaving Milosevicc in power made the agreement untenable. A few years later, 
he continued his aggressions in Kosovo and finally provoked NATO airstrikes 
and his removal from power, to face trial at The Hague. The night before the 
strikes, Milosevic" had a final conversation with Holbrooke. “Don’t you have 
anything more to say to me?” he pleaded. To which Holbrooke replied: “Hasta la 
vista, baby.” (Being menaced by a tired Schwarzenegger catchphrase was not the 
greatest indignity Milosevic" faced that week.) 

But the agreement succeeded in ending three and a half years of bloody war. 
In a sense, Holbrooke had been preparing for it since his days witnessing the 
Paris talks with the Vietnamese fall apart, and he worked hard to avoid repeating 
the same mistakes. Crucial to the success of the talks was his broad grant of 
power from Washington, free of micromanagement and insulated from domestic 
political whims. And with NATO strikes authorized, military force was at the 
ready to back up his diplomacy—not the other way around. Those were elements 
he would grasp at, and fail to put in place, in his next and final mission. 

Dayton made Holbrooke a bona fide foreign policy celebrity. The next year, 
he received a Nobel Peace Prize nomination. A Time magazine political cartoon 
envisioned him as Tom Cruise in Mission: Impossible, dangling on a wire over 
the region, sweating bullets. But just a year after Dayton, he was passed over as 
secretary of state in favor of Madeleine Albright. Holbrooke, devastated, 



accepted a post as US Ambassador to the UN instead. “I know he wanted to be 
Secretary of State,” Albright said. “But I was. It was kind of a surprise to many 
people but I think [especially] to him.” A1 Gore later said Holbrooke would have 
been “first in line” to be secretary of state in a Gore administration in 2000. 
Circumstance always just managed to snatch away the job he wanted most. 


When Richard Holbrooke Presided over the signing of the Dayton Agreement 
in 1995, the United States had only just begun slashing away at diplomatic 
spending and the shift to military and intelligence dominance that took place 
after 9/11 was years away. In the years between that triumph in Bosnia and 
Holbrooke’s next attempt to end a war, the United States’ place in the world 
would change dramatically. Afghanistan and Pakistan were at the epicenter of 
those changes. 

Before the 9/11 attacks, the CIA had already collaborated with Pakistan in 
efforts to capture Osama bin Laden. And so it was little surprise that, afterwards, 
the United States took a narrow, tactical approach, working through Pakistan’s 
military and intelligence agency. By the morning of September 12, 2001, deputy 
secretary of state Richard Armitage was meeting with General Mehmood 
Ahmad, the director-general of the ISI, attempting to lock down Pakistan’s 
support for American retaliation in Afghanistan. Mehmood pledged that support 
—and an end to Pakistani collaboration with the Taliban—to Armitage. 
Musharraf did the same to Colin Powell. Just like that, Pakistan went from foe to 
friend again. Sanctions that had accumulated over Pakistan’s nuclear program 
and Musharraf’s coup evaporated. “I called President Musharraf after we 
suggested it was time to make a strategic decision to move away from” support 
for the Taliban, Powell later said. “And he reversed the direction in which 
Pakistan was moving.” 

This was wishful, if not magical, thinking. The ISI had spent the years 



leading up to 9/11 pumping money, arms, and advisers into Afghanistan to prop 
up the Taliban and vanquish its enemies—including the coalition of warlords 
known as the Northern Alliance, which received support from India. When the 
United States’ demands for cooperation rolled in after 9/11, Musharraf 
assembled his war room—stacked with generals notorious for championing the 
Taliban and other Islamist militant groups—and decided to “unequivocally 
accept all US demands, but then later . . . not necessarily agree with all the 
details,” as one attendee recalled. Pakistan was playing a double game, as it had 
in the past. As had been the case in the midst of cooperation against the Soviets, 
the United States looked the other way. 

The other half of the American response involved arming the Northern 
Alliance, and the consequences of backing the two opposing factions became 
apparent almost immediately. As US-backed Northern Alliance fighters toppled 
the Taliban stronghold of Kunduz, Musharraf made a frantic call to President 
Bush and asked for a favor: a break in the bombing, and permission to land in 
Kunduz and airlift out Pakistanis. A series of flights collected men and ferried 
them into Pakistan, where they promptly disappeared. The operation was kept 
secret, and American officials lied to conceal it. “Neither Pakistan nor any other 
country flew planes into Afghanistan to evacuate anybody,” then-Secretary of 
Defense Donald Rumsfeld insisted. Those evacuated were, by most accounts, 
not innocent bystanders: among them were numerous al-Qaeda loyalists. A CIA 
agent who worked with the Northern Alliance at the time told me flatly of the 
incident: “it was a mistake.” 

The extremists who escaped set up shop in Pakistan, where organized terrorist 
structures flourished in two safe havens. In Quetta, Mullah Omar built a new 
Taliban council or shura and appointed commanders to lead an insurgency in 
Afghanistan’s southern provinces. In the Federally Administered Tribal 
Agencies (FATA) in Northwest Pakistan, Jalaluddin Haqqani (no relation to 
Husain, the ambassador) and Gulbuddin Hekmatyar—both former operatives 



used by the ISI and CIA against the Soviets—ran their own Taliban-allied 
movements. The ISI also continued to directly fund and arm the Taliban inside 
Afghanistan. Pakistan’s military and intelligence leadership allowed the 
extremists to function openly, while brazenly lying to the Americans and 
denying anything was amiss. This was one of the great ironies of the war on 
terror—as the United States drew closer to Pakistan to fight the Taliban, it was in 
effect also ensuring the survival of the Taliban. 

Husain Haqqani, who had become ambassador in the final year of the Bush 
administration, said Pakistani military and intelligence brass repeatedly asked 
him to lie about the support for terrorists. When Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT), a group 
based out of Pakistan and heavily sponsored by the ISI, executed a series of 
bombings and shootings in Mumbai, India that killed 164 people, ISI director 
Ahmed Shuja Pasha told Haqqani to inform the Americans that “nobody in 
Pakistan had any knowledge” of the attack and that none of the perpetrators were 
Pakistani. “I said, ‘But you know, that’s an outright lie.’ The reason why 
America and Pakistan have this huge trust deficit is because we tell them bold¬ 
faced lies,” Haqqani said. “Diplomacy is never 100 percent truth, but it’s never 
100 percent lies either. I wanted it to be . . . ” he paused, a half-smile turning the 
edges of his lips. “Truth well told.” 

The Bush administration knew Pakistan was playing a double game but, as a 
general rule, publicly denied it. CIA director Michael Hayden even said at the 
time that the United States had “not had a better partner in the war on terrorism 
than the Pakistanis.” Hayden, a retired four-star general, was a compact, 
energetic man with an affable manner. He spoke quickly, his eyebrows darting 
up and down over the ovals of his small rimless glasses. When I pressed him on 
the Bush administration’s rosy characterizations of the relationship with 
Pakistan, he was frank. “If I said that about the Pakistanis,” he told me, “it was 
to balance that which then followed. Which was, this is the ally from hell 
because, actually, they have made a deal with the devil.” He had seen strong 



cooperation from some divisions of the ISI. But there were others, like the 
infamously pro-al-Qaeda Directorate S, “whose sole purpose in life was to 
actually sustain groups who we would identify as terrorist groups,” Hayden said. 
General Pasha, likewise, had been “duplicitous.” Pasha declined to respond. “I 
can not tell half truth,” he wrote in an email, “and I do not think I should tell the 
whole truth!!” (General Pasha corresponded with courtly politeness and a lot of 
exclamation points, like a Victorian gentleman dictating to a millennial teen.) 

Multiple senior Bush administration officials said they seldom, if ever, 
confronted Pakistan about the support for terrorists, for fear of jeopardizing the 
counterterrorism alliance. Hayden recalled only one such direct conversation, 
late in the administration, in which Musharraf “fobbed it off on retired ISI 
officers. You know, the ones who supported the ‘mooj’ during the Soviet War.” 
The US had helped create Pakistan’s state sponsorship of militant Islam in that 
era, and now it couldn’t put the genie back in the bottle. If it wanted to, Hayden 
argued, that would take more than the narrow confines of intelligence and 
military cooperation. “Look, I mean, the director of the CIA is not going to cause 
the government of Pakistan to change course based upon a conversation he has 
in either Washington or Islamabad,” he said. “That requires a whole government 
effort of long-term . . . and really powerful sanctions that I saw no evidence that 
we were prepared to make.” He was describing the urgent need for a larger 
diplomatic effort that would never take place. 

The result of Pakistan’s double-dealing, and the United States’ relative 
tolerance of it, was a slide into violent turmoil on the Afghan side of the border, 
with the Taliban steadily resurging over the course of the Bush administration. 
American and NATO operations offered periodic pushback, but the supply of 
fighters always replenished from the safe havens in Pakistan. Over the course of 
Bush’s second term, the insurgency gained strength, staging devastating attacks, 
sometimes with the Pakistani military providing cover from across the border, 
firing on American and Afghan soldiers. The Taliban’s gains allowed them to 



establish a parallel government in the country’s south and then east—complete 
with governors and judges. By the beginning of the Obama administration, 
America was losing. 
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THE FRAT HOUSE 


As Afghanistan and Pakistan unraveled, Richard Holbrooke was still 
chasing the role he felt he was born to play: secretary of state. I first met him as 
he came close yet again in 2004, throwing his weight behind John Kerry’s failed 
bid for the presidency. Holbrooke was a private citizen then, working as an 
investment banker again, but still a fixture at United Nations and charity 
functions. I was working with UNICEF, in New York and several conflict zones. 
In Sudan, I began cranking out Wall Street Journal and International Herald 
Tribune columns about a gathering ethnic cleansing campaign there. For years, 
Holbrooke was religious about sending appraisals of my stories: “Ronan, this is 
a splendid, vivid piece. . . . You should try to get lift-off on this issue with State 
and the UN. I’ll send it around.” Or, just as often: “Next time, put a bit more 
emphasis on solutions so that it comes across as more than an anti-UN rant.” 

He took correspondence seriously. In that 2010 State Department speech 
marking the release of the Vietnam documents, he lamented that “in all 
likelihood, the volumes being released now will never be matched again . . . with 


emails and video teleconferences, documentation just isn’t what it used to be.” 

He was, by the time I knew him, a practitioner of dying arts. That I was far too 
young for any of it—a teenager, when I interned for him during his time advising 
the Kerry campaign—never seemed to faze him. It made sense: he himself had 
perfected the art of being too young and outspoken for his station. He let me in, 
and I was green enough to think nothing of it. 

Holbrooke was on the outside then, a role that would become familiar in the 
following years. So it was on January 19, 2009, the night before President 
Barack Obama’s inauguration and the prime moment for the preinaugural parties 
that send DC elites into a frenzy of invitation chasing every four years. One such 
party, hosted by Republican socialite Buffy Cafritz and her husband Bill, had 
been a venue for bipartisan schmoozing since the 1980s. Most years, it drew 250 
or 300 guests. This year, more than 500 packed the ballroom of The Fairfax at 
Embassy Row, humming with excitement. Movie star jostled politician jostled 
reporter. They huddled, cocktails in hand, necks craning for marquee names 
from the new administration. Change was in the air, and everyone wanted to be a 
part of it. 

You can feel the energy of a crowd of political operators change when 
someone worth currying favor with walks in. When Bill and Hillary Clinton 
arrived that night—she, defeated on the campaign trail but lifted by her 
nomination as Barack Obama’s new secretary of state—the dimly lit ballroom 
practically tilted. Hillary Clinton smiled a wide, frozen smile and nodded her 
way through the crush. Huma Abedin, Clinton’s longtime body woman, trailed 
behind, thumbs pounding on her BlackBerry. 

Richard Holbrooke had been studying the crowd with undisguised intensity, 
eyes darting across the sea of faces as he half paid attention to our conversation. 
He was standing at the outskirts of the ballroom in an ill-fitting charcoal suit and 
a purple and white tie. At sixty-seven, he was overweight and graying; a 
universe and a generation apart from the lanky Foreign Service officer smiling 



from behind horn-rimmed glasses in photos from the Mekong Delta. But the 
smirk and the piercing eyes were the same. 

We caught up briefly. But Holbrooke’s focus never left the crowd. He was 
“on.” This was work. When Clinton entered the scene, he departed with a 
clipped “We’ll talk later,” and strode over to her, fast enough to attract a few 
sideways glances. He and Clinton had been close since her husband’s 
presidency, when Holbrooke was at times a mentor during her early years on the 
international stage. During the coming administration, she would prove to be his 
staunchest defender. But he never seemed on sure footing in those years, even 
with her. Every moment of precious face time counted. “One could not be with 
him for even the briefest period without knowing how badly he wanted to 
succeed,” the war reporter David Halberstam wrote after becoming close with 
Holbrooke in Vietnam. That night at the Fairfax was Exhibit A. 


In backing Hillary Clinton, Holbrooke had, once again, bet on the wrong 
horse. But he was scrappy as ever, and the moment Clinton lost the 2008 
primary, he began a campaign to break into an Obama administration to which 
he was very much an outsider. He worked the phones, calling anyone he could 
think of until, finally, friends told him to rein it in. For a time, he held a record 
for having appeared more often than anyone else on the PBS interview show 
hosted by Charlie Rose. In an August 2008 appearance, he tried, frantically, to 
pivot toward Obama. 

“I supported Senator Clinton, based on an old and close personal relationship 
and long-standing commitments. But I—I’ve read Senator Obama’s positions 
extremely carefully . . . and there was no major position he took which I would 
disagree on ... ” 

“He also brought together a group of thirteen foreign policy people. . .And a 
lot of people noted that your name—your presence was not there,” Rose fired 



back. Holbrooke never had much of a poker face, and looked, for a moment, 
almost despairing. “And they were disappointed, frankly,” Rose went on, 
“because they think you are one of the principal spokespeople for foreign policy 
on the Democratic side of the aisle, because of your wide experience and your 

“—My frequent appearances on your program.” He laughed a little too hard. 

“Your frequent appearances on this program. Why weren’t you there?” 

“I think I was doing a program with you.” 

“Be candid with me. Tell me why you weren’t there and what was the story?” 

Holbrooke glanced to the side then said, in a tone that suggested he’d rather 
douse himself in gasoline and self-immolate on that oak table than admit what he 
said next: “I wasn’t there because I wasn’t invited.” To which he added quickly: 
“I don’t have any problem. They can have anyone they want at a meeting. 
Actually, I was out of the city on that day and I couldn’t have gone anyway.” 

Rose asked if he’d spoken to Obama, and Holbrooke instead responded with a 
list of advisers he had ties to. “We have all worked together, Susan Rice, Tony 
Blinken for Biden, Greg Craig. I worked closely with all of Senator Obama’s 
current team. I know them well.” 

But the truth was, Richard Holbrooke had precious little currency with 
Obama’s team. He had indeed worked with Susan Rice, during the Clinton 
administration. To say they didn’t get along would be putting it mildly. During 
one meeting, the feud got so bad that she flipped him the bird in front of a room 
full of staffers. Holbrooke allies in turn called her a “pipsqueak” with a “chip on 
her shoulder” in the press. Officials who worked with both said she felt 
Holbrooke had trampled over her. (“He tried to trample over me,” she clarified. 

“I don’t think he succeeded.”) Holbrooke’s relationship with Blinken, likewise, 
wasn’t enough to prevent his boss, Vice President Joe Biden, from telling Obama 
“he’s the most egotistical bastard I’ve ever met.” (Though Biden did admit 
Holbrooke was “maybe the right guy” to tackle the war in Afghanistan.) And 



Greg Craig, whom Holbrooke also listed, would soon fall out of favor with the 
Obama camp. 

To many Obama loyalists, Richard Holbrooke was the enemy: part of the old 
guard of foreign policy elites that had accreted around the Clintons and 
dismissed Obama and his inner circle as upstarts. Holbrooke had avoided 
publicly criticizing the young senator from Illinois, but he had also leaned into 
his role as a Hillary loyalist, calling other foreign policy experts and signaling 
that support for Obama might mean throwing away job opportunities in a 
Clinton presidency (and, presumably, a Holbrooke State Department). Like 
much of the Democratic foreign policy establishment, he also wore the scarlet 
letter of his initial support for the war in Iraq. Later, he wrote and spoke about 
the disastrous repercussions of that invasion, including the neglect of 
Afghanistan. But in the eyes of many in the new administration, he remained 
exactly what Obama had run against. 

There was also a divide of culture. Obama had run on excitement and change, 
not history or experience. He would later describe himself as “probably the first 
president who is young enough that the Vietnam War wasn’t at the core of my 
development.” When the United States finally pulled out of Vietnam in 1975, he 
was just thirteen, “so I grew up with none of the baggage that arose out of the 
dispute of the Vietnam War.” With a few notable exceptions, he surrounded 
himself with young men of the same generational outlook. Perhaps the most 
sustained and influential voice on foreign policy in the White House, Ben 
Rhodes, was given his bespoke role—deputy national security advisor for 
communications—at thirty-one. Staffers spent years swatting away a recurring 
comparison: White House as “frat house.” 

In this White House, representatives of the dusty establishment were out of 
vogue. After a bruising race, Clinton loyalists were even less welcome— 
especially those with outsize personalities. “I think his whirlwind of activity, um, 
did cause some raised eyebrows in the White House,” Hillary Clinton said of 



Holbrooke. “They thought he was going outside the lines of the orderly policy 
process, the no-drama White House they were trying to run. And it was very 
painful for me.” 

Two days after the election, Richard Holbrooke arrived in Chicago to 
interview with the president-elect. The meeting, which lasted thirty minutes, was 
an immediate disaster. According to friends Holbrooke called afterward, Obama 
greeted him as “Dick”—to which Holbrooke corrected him, saying that his wife, 
the writer Kati Marton, preferred that he be addressed as “Richard.” “That’s a 
joke, right?” Les Gelb, Holbrooke’s longtime friend who had involved him in the 
Pentagon Papers years earlier, recalled telling Holbrooke. “You didn’t really say 
that, did you?” It wasn’t. He did. Obama was annoyed—and later told several 
people so. “For some reason, President Obama thought he”—that is, Holbrooke 
—“had been treating him with some condescension,” Henry Kissinger said. “I 
do not know whether that’s true. But anyway, certainly Holbrooke had a lot more 
experience than the new people coming in.” In a sense, these were all 
characterizations of something simple: this was a job interview, like any other, 
and Obama just didn’t like the guy. 


Amid the sweaty schmoozing at the Fairfax on inauguration eve, Holbrooke 
was laser focused. Hillary Clinton becoming secretary of state was bittersweet, 
but also a reprieve. He would play a role in the administration. I watched as he 
and Clinton talked. He whispered in her ear. The two of them laughed. He made 
sure the assembled crowd saw it. 

Clinton was at her most ebullient. The Obamas weren’t coming and she was 
the focus of every glance and whisper. She and I had attended the same law 
school, where several antediluvian professors spanned both of our enrollments. 
We’d met a number of times over the years, and she had always been kinder than 
she needed to be. Clinton had a preternatural knack for social recall, or at least 



artfully covering for memories she lacked. She professed to have read some of 
my foreign policy columns, and asked what I was doing next. I said I was 
deciding whether to go back to the law firm where I’d been a summer associate. 
She looked at me hard and said: “Talk to Holbrooke.” 

She and Holbrooke had already begun crafting a new role for him, one she 
would later describe as, “by many metrics,” the most difficult in the 
administration. “Ever since my experience in Paris in 1968 as a junior member 
of the Vietnam negotiating team under Averell Harriman and Cyrus Vance,” 
Holbrooke once wrote, “I had wanted to test myself against the most difficult 
negotiations in the world.” He would get his wish. 
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MISSION: IMPOSSIBLE 


hen Holbrooke’S assignment first leaked, the role was framed as “a 
special envoy for India, Pakistan and Afghanistan.” This was not sloppy 
reporting. Though his mandate was ultimately downsized to include only the 
latter two countries, Holbrooke had initially envisioned sweeping region-wide 
negotiations. “Afghanistan’s future cannot be secured by a counterinsurgency 
effort alone,” he wrote in 2008. “It will also require regional agreements that 
give Afghanistan’s neighbors a stake in the settlement. That includes Iran—as 
well as China, India, and Russia. But the most important neighbor is, of course, 
Pakistan, which can destabilize Afghanistan at will—and has.” In Bosnia, 
Holbrooke had juggled similarly fractious parties: not only Bosnian Muslims, 
Croats, and Serbs, but also Russia, the European allies, and organizations like 
the UN and NATO. Here, he again saw a need for a grand, strategic approach. 

This ambitious plan for another Mission: Impossible -style political settlement 
built on old-school diplomacy quickly collided with the realities of the new 
administration. Two days after the parties on inauguration eve, Holbrooke stood 


in front of a crowd of current and former diplomats in the Benjamin Franklin 
State Dining Room, the grandest ceremonial chamber on the State Department’s 
eighth floor. The room was renovated in the 1980s in a classical style meant to 
evoke the great reception halls of continental Europe. Ornate Corinthian pillars, 
clad in red plaster and painted with faux-marble veins, lined the walls. 
Portuguese cut-glass chandeliers hung around a ceiling molding of the Great 
Seal of the United States: a bald eagle, one set of talons grasping a bundle of 
arrows, the other an olive branch. Holbrooke was flanked by Barack Obama and 
Hillary Clinton on his right, and Joe Biden and the administration’s newly 
appointed Middle East peace envoy, George Mitchell, on his left. 

“It’s an extraordinarily moving thing for me to return to this building again, 
having entered it so many years ago as a junior Foreign Service officer,” he 
began. In Afghanistan, he described a war gone wrong; in Pakistan, a challenge 
“infinitely complex.” He thanked the president for paying tribute to diplomats on 
his second day in office, and Obama, in turn, stressed his “commitment to the 
importance of diplomacy” and his recognition “that America’s strength comes 
not just from the might of our arms.” Those convictions were tested during his 
eight years in office. 

Holbrooke looked out at his wife, Kati, his sons David and Anthony, and 
colleagues he’d known across decades. He seemed emotional, his voice 
wavering. “I see my former roommate in Saigon, John Negroponte here,” he 
said. “We remember those days well, and I hope we will produce a better 
outcome this time.” The audience laughed. Obama was expressionless.” 

While other regional initiatives being announced by the new administration 
were headed by “envoys,” Holbrooke, in what was to be one of many 
annoyances for the White House, insisted that he be given a sui generis title: 
“Special Representative.” It was, in his view, a more concrete managerial term 
than “envoy”—a way to signal that he was building up a sizeable, operational 


team. 



In 1970, a young Holbrooke had written an article in Foreign Policy, the 
upstart publication at which he would later become editor, decrying the sclerotic, 
siloed bureaucracy of the State Department. Returning decades later, he decided 
to shake things up. He began assembling a crack team with officials detailed 
from across the government. There were representatives from USAID and the 
Department of Agriculture, the Treasury and the Department of Justice, the 
Pentagon and the CIA and the FBI. Then there were the outsiders— 
counterculture thinkers drawn from civil society, business, and academia. Vali 
Nasr, the Iranian-American scholar of Middle East studies, had received a 
midnight text in December. It was characteristically theatrical: “If you work for 
anyone else, I will break your knees.” And then, anticipating Nasr’s preference 
for an Iran-focused job: “This matters more. This is what the president is focused 
on. This is where you want to be.” Barnett Rubin, a New York University 
professor and authority on Afghan history and culture, got a call as well. Rina 
Amiri, an Afghan activist who had worked with the UN and Open Society 
Institute, recognized Holbrooke on a Delta shuttle from DC to New York and 
began pressing him about the upcoming Afghan elections. Holbrooke was 
impressed, and told her he was assembling a team. “I know,” she said, “but I’m 
here to lobby you.” 

“I’m very efficient,” he said. “I just turned your lobbying into a job 
interview.” 

My own interview was, likewise, distinctive. 


“What should we be doing differently?” Holbrooke shouted over the hiss of 
the shower he was taking in the middle of that job interview. From the next room 
over, I laughed. I couldn’t help it. 

It was the culmination of a sprawling, hours-long meeting, which had ranged 
from his office, to the secretary of state’s, to his townhouse in Georgetown. I had 



followed up on Clinton’s advice at the preinaugural party at The Fairfax and 
begun talking to Holbrooke and his chief of staff, Rosemarie Pauli. A little over 
a month later, in March 2009,1 arrived at the State Department to meet with him 
in person. He barreled out of his office, lobbing policy questions at me. How 
would I reinvigorate trade in Central Asia? How would I maximize the impact of 
assistance to the Pakistanis? Never mind that I was a wet-behind-the-ears lawyer, 
with a modest foreign policy background in Africa, not Afghanistan. I’d worked 
with local nongovernmental groups in the developing world, and Holbrooke 
wanted to ramp up the United States’ emphasis on those groups—a change of 
culture in a war zone where most of the implementation happened through 
powerful American contractors. He wanted nontraditional answers, 
unencumbered by government experience. 

The State Department, in DC’s Foggy Bottom neighborhood, is an imposing 
slab of stripped classical architecture, clad in limestone and built, in portions, in 
the 1930s and 1950s. The earliest part of the complex was intended for the 
growing War Department after World War I, though with the construction of the 
more ambitious Pentagon, it never actually became the military’s headquarters. 
The looming rear entrance to the building is still known as the War Department 
—a flourish of irony, for the seat of American peacemaking. The Department is 
a literal hierarchy, with opulent ceremonial rooms for receiving foreign 
dignitaries on the eighth floor, the secretary’s office on the seventh, and offices 
of roughly descending importance on the floors beneath. During Holbrooke’s 
prodigious turn as assistant secretary in his mid-thirties, he had occupied an 
office complex on the sixth floor. Now, he’d been relegated to the first, next to 
the cafeteria—where Robin Raphel was later deposited, and across the hall from 
the Department newsstand, where Holbrooke would load up on junk food 
between meetings. 

Our walk-and-talk started in his office and moved into the hallway, then up to 
the seventh floor and the secretary of state’s ornate, wood-paneled office. He 



moved briskly through the entire conversation, only occasionally making eye 
contact, aides hurrying after him and handing him papers. He paused my 
answers frequently to take calls on his BlackBerry. This was not real-life 
government, where meetings are seated and staid. This was government as 
dramatized by Aaron Sorkin. 

Holbrooke and I, and a veteran CIA officer Holbrooke was also lobbying to 
join his team, Frank Archibald, met with Clinton briefly in the antechamber 
outside her office. He outlined a dazzling vision for the roles we’d play. 
Repackaged and artfully marketed by Holbrooke, every underling was a one- 
person revolution. Archibald was going to single-handedly heal suspicions 
between State and the CIA. I was going to realign American assistance to NGOs. 
Amiri, I heard him say on numerous occasions, had written the Afghan 
constitution. (As he worked up a particular lather about this at one function, she 
leaned in and whispered in my ear: “I did not write the Afghan constitution.”) 
None of us had any business interviewing with the secretary of state for our jobs, 
but many of us did, through dint of Holbrooke’s willpower. Holbrooke had 
leaned on the patronage of great men himself, from Scotty Reston at the Times to 
Dean Rusk and Averell Harriman. He wanted to be the man that people would 
say was that kind of man, and he was. 

After meeting with the secretary, we had returned to Holbrooke’s office suite 
on the first floor, where he’d picked up his luggage. He had just returned from a 
trip and had to go home to change before an afternoon meeting at the White 
House. He passed me a suitcase and out we went to hail a cab, not interrupting 
the flow of questions. Would I favor more overt United States branding on 
USAID assistance in the region? How would I enlist local watchdog groups in 
ensuring electoral transparency? I had just recovered from several years in a 
wheelchair, the result of a bone marrow infection left untreated while working in 
Sudan. Holbrooke was aware of this but characteristically oblivious to it in the 
moment. I hobbled after him with his luggage. When we arrived at his 



Georgetown town house, he headed upstairs—not asking, naturally, just carrying 
on with the conversation. He left the bathroom door ajar and peed. “What about 
negotiations with the Taliban?” he asked demurely. “Really?” I said. “What?” he 
replied innocently from behind the bathroom door, as if this were the most 
normal thing in the world. And for him, it was—virtually everyone seemed to 
have a story about Holbrooke meetings in bathrooms. He poked his head out, 
unbuttoning his shirt. “I’m going to hop in the shower.” I stood outside the door. 
The job interview continued. 

Many Holbrooke wooed hesitated. Rina Amiri, worried about her outspoken 
views on human rights being muted, held out for a month. Barnett Rubin made it 
a condition that he be allowed to keep his academic perch at NYU part time. I 
myself wasn’t convinced. The State Department wasn’t a glamorous career 
move. “I would go to Davis Polk,” one law school classmate wrote to me, 
referring to the law firm where I had a job offer. “What is the point of these 
technocratic positions? Do you really want to spend forty years trying to move 
your way up? If you work really hard you might end up where Holbrooke is 
himself, which is a whole lot of nowhere, really. Fuck that.” 

But Holbrooke brought to every job he ever held a visionary quality that 
transcended practical considerations. He talked openly about changing the 
world. “If Richard calls you and asks you for something, just say yes,” Henry 
Kissinger said. “If you say no, you’ll eventually get to yes, but the journey will 
be very painful.” We all said yes. 

By the summer, Holbrooke had assembled his Ocean ’s Eleven heist team— 
about thirty of us, from different disciplines and agencies, with and without 
government experience. In the Pakistani press, the colorful additions to the team 
were watched closely, and generally celebrated. Others took a dimmer view. “He 
got this strange band of characters around him. Don’t attribute that to me,” a 
senior military leader told me. “His efforts to bring into the State Department 
representatives from all of the agencies that had a kind of stake or contribution to 



our efforts, I thought was absolutely brilliant,” Hillary Clinton said, “and 
everybody else was fighting tooth and nail.” 

It was only later, when I worked in the wider State Department bureaucracy 
as Clinton’s director of global youth issues during the Arab Spring, that I 
realized how singular life was in the Office of the Special Representative for 
Afghanistan and Pakistan—quickly acronymed, like all things in government, to 
SRAP. The drab, low-ceilinged office space next to the cafeteria was about as far 
from the colorful open workspaces of Silicon Valley as you could imagine, but it 
had the feeling of a start-up. The office was soon graced with cameos from 
eclectic and unexpected faces. Holbrooke hosted a procession of journalists, to 
whom he remained as close as he had in previous jobs. Prominent lawmakers 
visited. He met with Angelina Jolie about refugees and Natalie Portman about 
microfinance. Holbrooke knew what he was doing was counterculture, and he 
believed it to be historic. There were reminders of his view of our place in 
history everywhere. Even his office was a shrine to wars that came before. In 
framed pictures on the walls, there he was, smiling in the Mekong Delta; there 
he was with Bill Clinton in East Timor, or in Sarajevo flanked by armed guards. 
“Are you keeping a journal?” he’d ask me. “One day you’ll write about this.” 


Clinton had told Holbrooke he would be the direct civilian counterpart to 
General David Petraeus, who was then the commander of US Central Command 
(CENTCOM), the powerful Pentagon division responsible for Iraq and 
Afghanistan and Pakistan. “He has more airplanes than I have telephones,” 
Holbrooke later grumbled. Petraeus was a small man with a wiry physique 
honed through a daily, predawn workout regimen that had become catnip for 
profile writers: five miles of running, followed by twenty chin-ups—a torturous 
modification involving a full leg-raise until his shoelaces toucehed the bar—and 
then a hundred push-ups. At a 2016 meeting of the shadowy Bilderberg Group in 



Dresden, Petraeus, by then in his sixties, was accosted by twenty-something- 
year-old reporters shouting questions. He sprinted away. They tried, and failed, 
to catch him. He had once taken an M-16 shot to the chest during a live fire 
training exercise and lived to tell the tale. Legend had it that he ate one meal a 
day and never slept more than four hours. I once had the misfortune to stand in 
line at a buffet next to him. His eyes flicked down to my plate of mac and 
cheese. “I’m . . . going for a run later,” I offered defensively. He clapped a hand 
on my shoulder. “Really? Think you can keep up?” (I have never gone for a run 
in my life.) 

Petraeus, like Holbrooke, was a larger-than-life operator who knew how to 
build a public narrative and use it to his advantage. He too, had the ear of every 
reporter in Washington, a direct line to the op-ed pages, and a tendency to 
surround himself with experts who could help propagate his message outside of 
the government. He was, enraptured profiles noted, a scholar-general, and this 
was true—he had been an ace student at West Point before receiving a doctorate 
from Princeton’s Woodrow Wilson School of Public and International Affairs. 
His doctoral dissertation was titled “The American Military and the Lessons of 
Vietnam: A Study of Military Influence and the Use of Force in the Post- 
Vietnam Era.” 

Holbrooke and Petraeus both interrogated America’s misadventures in 
Vietnam, but they came up with diametrically opposed answers. Holbrooke 
believed counterinsurgency doctrine—or COIN, as it came to be known—was a 
recipe for quagmire, breeding dependency in local populations. Petraeus 
believed in the doctrine and built a career championing its revival. In Iraq he 
relied on a sweeping COIN strategy. Broadly speaking, that meant a large 
deployment of troops, integrated within Iraqi society over a long period of time, 
securing communities while getting the bad guys. Petraeus had emerged from 
that conflict a hero. Critics argued that he benefitted from events outside his 
control—like al-Qaeda leader Muqtada al-Sadr declaring a unilateral ceasefire. 



Others contended that his accomplishments fell apart after his departure, or that 
they were exaggerated to begin with. (That included then-senator Hillary 
Clinton, who, in a 2007 congressional hearing, accused Petraeus of presenting an 
overly optimistic assessment of the Iraq troop surge at a time when she was 
seeking to create distance from her Iraq vote. “I think the reports that you 
provide to us really require the willing suspension of disbelief,” she said.) But in 
Petraeus’s view, COIN had worked in Iraq, and for his many ardent supporters in 
the Pentagon, it became gospel. In Afghanistan, he intended to put COIN to the 
test a second time. 

Shortly after Hillary Clinton accepted Obama’s job offer, she, Petraeus, and 
Holbrooke sat around the fireplace at her Georgian-style mansion near DC’s 
Embassy Row and shared a bottle of wine. “I worked really hard to make sure 
Richard had relationships with the generals,” Clinton said. “I invited him and 
Dave Petraeus, who hadn’t met each other, to come to my house and to talk 
about what each of them thought needed to be done.” She knew Petraeus—who 
had just become commander of CENTCOM—would play a defining role in 
some of her greatest international challenges. 

That night at Clinton’s home marked the first of a series of dinners and drinks 
between the two men, and the partnership was often characterized as a strong 
one in the press. “Richard did share Petraeus’s interest in an aggressive 
counterinsurgency strategy,” Clinton recalled, “but focused on increasing the 
credibility of the government in Kabul and trying to weaken the appeal of the 
Taliban. Richard wasn’t sure that adding more troops would assist that, he 
thought it would maybe undermine goodwill.” 

The truth was, Petraeus and Holbrooke were wary of each other. Organized, 
tightly controlled Petraeus (though, subsequent years of scandal would suggest, 
not so tightly controlled in some areas) was often uncomfortable with 
Holbrooke’s freewheeling improvisation. New York Times reporter Mark Landler 
later recalled Petraeus arriving for a meeting as he interviewed Holbrooke, and 



Petraeus’s dismay both at Holbrooke’s impromptu suggestion that Landler stay 
on with the two of them, and at Holbrooke’s shoeless feet propped on a coffee 
table. “Richard, why aren’t you wearing shoes?” Petraeus asked, horrified. 
Holbrooke said he was more comfortable that way. 

I first met Petraeus at the Kabul headquarters of ISAF—the NATO mission in 
Afghanistan. I’d presented a PowerPoint (the military loves PowerPoints) on 
civil society in Afghanistan, and afterwards Holbrooke, in his typical manner of 
elevating subordinates, introduced me to the general. “So, you’re working for 
my diplomatic wingman,” Petraeus said, rising from his seat to shake my hand. 
Petraeus called Holbrooke his “wingman” a lot, in private and in the press. 
Holbrooke hated it. He didn’t particularly relish being anyone’s wingman. And 
the power imbalance, and what Holbrooke took to be Petraeus’s ribbing about it, 
struck a deeper nerve, running against the grain of Holbrooke’s belief that 
military power should be used to support diplomatic goals. “His job should be to 
drop the bombs when I tell him to,” Holbrooke told our team testily. Petraeus 
later told me he intended “wingman” to be a show of respect. But he admitted 
that the relationship was fraught. “He was a difficult partner at various times. I 
think he had ADD and some other things. Very difficult for him to stay focused,” 
he recalled. “Richard came in thinking, ‘I am Richard Holbrooke’ and the 
administration came in thinking, ‘I am Barack Obama.’ Seriously bright people. 
But they were supposedly going to be able to do something that nobody else 
could do.” 


As the new administration assembled, Obama ordered a sweeping review of 
America’s role in Afghanistan and Pakistan. The process was so torturous that 
the journalist Bob Woodward managed to spin an entire book out of disgruntled 
accounts of it. For ten meetings spanning more than twenty-five hours, the 
president heard arguments and proposals. Countless more meetings were 
conducted by lower-ranking officials. The fundamental question: how many 



troops to deploy and when. The military had already requested a surge of 30,000 
troops when Obama began his term, and during the review, military leaders 
fought tooth and nail for a fully resourced counterinsurgency, with as many 
troops as possible, as fast as possible, to remain as long as possible. “We cannot 
achieve our objectives without more troops,” Petraeus argued. After the very 
first National Security Council meeting on the subject, he said he was going to 
move forward on the pending troop surge. White House Chief of Staff Rahm 
Emanuel had to rein him in: “Hold on,” he said, according to leaked accounts. 
“General, I appreciate you’re doing your job, but I didn’t hear the president of 
the United States give that order.” 

Holbrooke was nominally the co-chair of the review process, along with 
retired CIA veteran Bruce Riedel and, according to Riedel, Petraeus as an 
“unacknowledged third co-chair.” But Holbrooke was sidelined—by Riedel, who 
had greater access to the president, by a series of generals, and by the White 
House itself. The review threw into sharp relief the generational and cultural 
chasm between Holbrooke and Obama. In a February 2009 National Security 
Council meeting, Holbrooke compared the deliberations to those Lyndon 
Johnson conducted with his advisers during Vietnam. “History should not be 
forgotten,” he said. The room fell silent. Obama muttered: “ghosts.” When 
Holbrooke brought up Vietnam again several months later, the president was less 
demure. “Richard,” he snapped, cutting him off. “Do people really talk like 
that?” Holbrooke had begun taping audio diaries of his experiences, with an eye 
toward history (and a memoir). “In some of the early NSC meetings with the 
president, I referred to Vietnam and was told by Hillary that the president did not 
want any references to Vietnam,” he said in one, his voice sounding tired on the 
scratchy tape. “I was very struck by this, since I thought there were obviously 
relevant issues.” “He was incredibly unhappy with the way he was personally 
treated,” Hillary Clinton reflected. “I was too. Because I thought a lot of what he 
was offering had real merit and it didn’t somehow fit into the worldview that the 



White House had.” Holbrooke had allowed himself to be categorized not as 
someone to be heard but as someone to be tolerated. 

But the more meaningful divide was with the military. Holbrooke was no 
dove. He had supported the invasion in Iraq, and at the outset of the review, he 
endorsed an initial deployment of troops in advance of the Afghan elections as a 
stopgap. But he felt military engagement should be organized around the goal of 
achieving a political settlement. He was alarmed by the force of persuasion the 
military voices at the NSC table commanded, sometimes crowding out 
nonmilitary solutions. “I told David Axelrod that we had been dominated much 
too long by pure mil-think,” he said in another tape. “Military thinking and 
military domination. And while I had great respect for the military, uh, and 
Petraeus was brilliant, I liked them as individuals and they were great 
Americans, they should not dictate political strategy, which is what’s happening 
now.” 

After one meeting, he emerged, exhausted, and told Vali Nasr something 
absurd: Secretary of Defense Robert Gates had bigger folders. His maps and 
charts were more colorful. The SRAP team had cranked out voluminous policy 
papers, but they were going unread by many of the president’s advisers. “Who 
can make graphics?” he asked in one meeting. Everyone looked at me. 
“Ageism,” I muttered, and went to work making technicolor PowerPoints out of 
his policy proposals, which he dictated in minute detail. Often, they focused on 
political and diplomatic solutions he felt were being given short shrift by the 
White House. A series of concentric circles showed the complex landscape of 
global players he felt the United States needed to do more to engage—from 
international donors, to NATO states, to rising powers like India and China. 
Triangles linked by arrows illustrated trilateral relations between Pakistan, India 
and the US. A flow chart, titled “Changing Pakistan’s Behavior Toward the 
Taliban,” offered a storybook simplification of his plan for the most difficult 
bilateral relationship in the world: 



1. Focus on entire country with new US-led international assistance and new commitments campaign . 


2. . . . Which builds pro-US-sentiment. . . 

3. . . . Which helps turn the Pakistani government and Pakistani military toward our position . . . 

4. . . . Which gets Pakistan’s military to take more action against the Taliban and A1 Qaeda. 

The graphics did little to move the needle. Advocates for a full troop surge 
were more numerous and had better access than voices of caution. Riedel rode 
on Air Force One with the president, and briefed him without others present. 
Secretary of Defense Bob Gates supported his generals and their lobbying for a 
robust troop surge. Retired General Jim Jones, the national security advisor, did 
as well. So did his deputy in charge of Afghanistan, Retired Lieutenant General 
Doug Lute. Hillary Clinton, despite her advocacy for Holbrooke, was 
fundamentally a hawk. “There’s plenty of blame,” Ben Rhodes, the deputy 
national security advisor, later recalled. Holbrooke’s “biggest defender was 
Hillary, and yet she constantly sided with the generals in the policy discussions.” 

“I was convinced that Richard was right about the need for both a major 
diplomatic campaign and a civilian surge,” Clinton said. “I did disagree with him 
that additional troops weren’t needed to make that work, because I thought, 
given how the Bush administration had kind of lost interest in Afghanistan 
because of their hyper-concern about Iraq, that the Taliban was really on the 
upsurge and that there had to be some demonstration that we’d be willing to 
push back on them.” 

Holbrooke had to hold his tongue, but he knew force alone couldn’t solve the 
crisis in Afghanistan. “My position was very precise,” he said over a meal with 
Bob Woodward, who recorded the conversation. “I will support you in any 
position you take cause you’re my boss but you need to know my actual views. I 
have serious concerns about the fact that our troops are going to be spread too 
thin and I’m most concerned we’re going to get into a mission/resource 
mismatch. A lot of people thought I was overly influenced by Vietnam. It didn’t 



matter to me. At least I had some experience there.” 

“I always had such regret about the Holbrooke thing,” Rhodes said. “It went 
wrong and it feels very unnecessary when I look back.” It was, he reflected, like 
“Holbrooke was in a game of musical chairs, and he was the guy without a chair 
to sit in.” 

One of the Kafkaesque qualities of the period was the profusion of seemingly 
duplicative reviews—not just the White House’s process led by Riedel, but prior 
assessments by Petraeus, and one by Stanley McChrystal, the new general in 
charge of Afghanistan. Just before McChrystal released his recommendations, 
Holbrooke told our team exactly how the process would play out. There would 
be three choices. “A ‘high-risk’ option,” he said, gesturing above eyeline, “that is 
what they always call it, which will call for maybe very few troops. Low troops, 
high risk. Then there will be a ‘low-risk’ option,” he said, moving his hand 
down, “which will ask for double the number they are actually looking for. In the 
middle will be what they want.” Holbrooke had seen this movie before. The first 
recommendation of the final Riedel report was for a “fully resourced” 
counterinsurgency in Afghanistan. After months of dithering, the President chose 
COIN, and a deployment of 30,000 additional troops. 

Obama announced the surge with an expiration date: two years later, in mid- 
2011, withdrawals would begin. Conspicuously absent from either the Riedel 
report or the president’s announcement was any commitment to negotiation, 
either with Pakistan over the terrorist safe havens, or with the Taliban in 
Afghanistan. There was “no discussion at all of diplomacy and a political 
settlement,” Vali Nasr recalled. “Holbrooke wanted the president to consider this 
option, but the White House was not buying it. The military wanted to stay in 
charge, and going against the military would make the president look weak.” 
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WALKING ON GLASS 


It was Ramadan in 2010, and Umar Cheema, a Pakistani journalist, woke up in 
the middle of the night to spend time with friends while they waited for suhoor, 
the predawn meal with which observant Muslims break fast. They hung out at 
Daman-e-Koh park, which in the day overlooks spectacular views of Islamabad 
and at night turns into a warren of romantic courtyards and gardens, bathed in 
golden light. The group left at around 2:30 a.m., crowding into Cheema’s car for 
a ride to their respective homes. He had dropped off the last of his friends and 
was on his way home when he noticed two cars had been following him. One, a 
white Toyota Corolla, fell in line behind him. Another, a black Jeep, pulled in 
front of him. 

As he stopped, three men in police uniform jumped out of the Jeep. They 
said, strangely, that he’d run over a man and fled the scene. Cheema, who wrote 
for Pakistan’s The News and had won the Daniel Pearl Fellowship for foreign 
journalists and worked for the New York Times, had never been involved in a 
crime in his life. He had, however, written a series of hard-hitting articles about 


the powers that be. He exposed army controversies, including allegations that 
court martialed officers were being denied fair trials. He dug into evidence that 
Pakistani intelligence was behind a series of disappearances of civilians. He 
reported that intelligence agents were letting suspects in a major terrorist attack 
go. He told the officers there’d been a mix-up, but let them lead him into their 
car. That’s when they blindfolded him and took away his phone. 

When they pulled off his blindfold, Cheema was seated in a bare room with 
peeling green cement walls. It was lit by a single, exposed light bulb. A fan 
turned slowly in a corner. When he asked where he was, his captors told him to 
shut up. In the dim light, he could see three of them, their faces covered with 
children’s party masks. They tore off Cheema’s clothes, threw him on the floor, 
and beat him with wooden rods. They shaved his head and eyebrows, and took 
pictures of him cowering. They didn’t mince words about their motivations. 
“You’re here because of the stories,” said one. “This will teach you to be 
obedient.” 

“I had been reporting about the missing persons, so that gave me the idea of 
the horrifying stories the families had been through,” he told me. “I thought of 
my son, he was two years old. I realized if I didn’t make it back, my son would 
grow up alone.” Cheema steeled himself against the pain. “I told myself, ‘I am 
being punished for doing something good, for being truthful.’ ” Cheema’s 
captors beat him on and off for nearly seven hours, then dumped him, naked and 
bleeding, by the side of the road outside Islamabad. His car had been left there. 
They gave him 100 rupees to cover tolls back into the city. The operation was a 
well-oiled machine of intimidation; Cheema had the distinct sense that they’d 
done it before. His case was unusual solely in that the intimidation didn’t work: 
he immediately went public. 

There was little question, in Cheema’s mind, who was behind the attack. His 
night from hell was preceded by a series of meetings with the ISI—which had 
gotten in touch before and after his stories with ominous “advice.” The agency 



had a history of “dealing with” disobedient people, agents would remind him. 
Being a journalist in Pakistan can be a death wish. Reporters there are routinely 
beaten, and sometimes worse. The year after Umar Cheema’s beating, Syed 
Saleem Shahzad, who had been reporting on links between the ISI and Islamist 
militant groups, was beaten to death. His corpse was found floating in a canal 
outside of Islamabad. The CIA later intercepted telephone calls that suggested 
the killing was directly ordered by the ISI—likely by General Pasha himself. 
Since 1992, the Committee to Protect Journalists has documented sixty murders 
of reporters with motives related to their work in Pakistan. Stories about human 
rights, the war in Afghanistan, and corruption are all dangerous, but the single 
most deadly beat, comprising 67 percent of deaths, is politics: often, stories 
about the ISI or the military. Pakistan was a paradox in this respect—the country 
had a sophisticated twenty-four-hour TV news cycle. It had spirited columnists 
and commentators. But the military and ISI still ruled with an iron fist. Countless 
reporters were even on intelligence payroll, paid to write favorable stories and as 
insurance that they wouldn’t write harsh ones. 

The plight of the journalists, like the disappearances and extrajudicial killings 
they sometimes died covering, underscored the waning space for conversation in 
the US-Pakistan relationship. At the State Department, I found that raising the 
disappearing reporters and verboten stories was an uphill battle. It was another 
fight not worth picking at the height of counterterrorism cooperation. Such moral 
compromise was a familiar—some would say inevitable—feature of national- 
security-sensitive relationships. But the growing list of subjects that the United 
States appeared to be powerless to raise was alarming. This was the challenge 
Richard Holbrooke faced when he stepped into the job: a relationship in which 
no one talked about anything outside of tactics. 

Cheema related his experience to several State Department officials, who 
were sympathetic, but not interested. “There was literally no word about these 
human rights violations, unless there are tensions going on between ISI and 



CIA,” he told me. “Washington has its own interests. Why would they bother if 
there is any problem as long as the ISI is cooperating with them?” The human 
rights issues threw the power imbalances of the American government into sharp 
relief. The bilateral relationship with Pakistan was almost entirely run between 
intelligence agencies and militaries. But neither of those entities felt it was 
within their mandate to raise human rights. 

“It never entered into my conversations” with the Pakistanis, General Hayden 
said of the murders and disappearances. “When I went to Islamabad, I had very 
specific asks. I was going for a purpose. ‘We need to go to do this. I need your 
help to do this. Here’s what we’re going to offer. Can I count on your assistance 
here?’ ” Hayden sighed. “We already know that the ISI were apparently killing 
journalists. Alright? That may affect my overall view of ISI, but it doesn’t affect 
my working with ISI to try and capture an al-Qaeda operative in Wana or Mir 
Ali.” This was a common sentiment among intelligence and military leaders 
overseeing the Pakistan relationship. These kinds of broader conversations were, 
they felt, someone else’s problem. But because the power within the US policy 
process was so skewed away from civilian leadership, it was hard to know who 
could meaningfully raise such issues. 

Hayden’s successor at the CIA, Leon Panetta, found his attempts to confront 
these issues frustrating. Panetta was a former politician and veteran of the 
executive branch but an outsider to the intelligence community when President 
Obama appointed him to the agency job. He was heavyset and bespectacled, 
with an avuncular manner and an easy laugh. He said he was conscious of the 
legal requirement to stop assistance to military units engaging in human rights 
abuses—the so-called Leahy Law. “When we found out that they were obviously 
implementing extrajudicial approaches,” he said, chuckling at the turn of phrase, 
“it raised some real concerns. So the approach that we decided on was to, rather 
than slam them down, try to see if there were ways to improve their own 
process.” 



The Pakistanis tended to be less than receptive. “They kind of looked at me 
with a whimsical look as if to say, ‘You know you guys don’t get it’ ”—more 
laughter—“ ‘You’ve got all these nice laws and rules, but the fact is these people 
are killers, they’ve killed people, they’ve killed us, and our history is one of 
basically dealing with these people on the same basis.’ At the same time, you 
say, ‘Well look, you want F16s, you want the latest equipment, do you want to 
be able to get what we can provide? Then this is something you’re going to have 
to pay attention to ... ’ They were kind of looking at you out of the side of their 
eye saying, you know, ‘We’ll play along with this joke but let’s not forget it is a 
joke.’ ” He laughed again. I have never seen anyone laugh so much during a 
conversation about extrajudicial killings. 

The region’s counterterrorism imperatives and Pakistan’s nuclear capacity 
conspired to strip the United States of its power. “No matter how much you 
would bitch about what they were doing, and the games they were playing, and 
the difficulty in the relationship, the bottom line was, you were dealing with a 
nuclear-powered country,” Panetta recalled. “As a result of that, there was 
always the danger that if you got on their wrong side, either because of their own 
carelessness or just the way they operated . . . that at some point a terrorist group 
would get their hands on one of these weapons,” he added. “You were always 
walking on glass when you were dealing with the Pakistanis.” 

And so, the dynamics of the relationship remained unaltered. Bald-faced lies 
were its bedrock—and within the confines of counterterrorism cooperation, 
those lies were tolerated, or even encouraged. The entire strategy of drone strikes 
used to take out al-Qaeda leadership was premised on a mutual understanding 
that the Pakistanis would lie to their people out of political necessity. The culture 
of deception in the relationship sometimes felt impossible to roll back. “It was a 
hard place to get your head around,” Ambassador Anne Patterson later told me 
in her subdued Southern drawl. “It was so weird. It was just downright 
nonlinear.” 



The typical rhythm of the relationship went something like this: the ISI would 
plant negative items about the US in the Pakistani media, including conspiracy 
theories about Indian operatives in Congress or the White House. The stories 
whipped up a frenzy of anti-American sentiment. Then the ISI would come back 
to the Americans and insist that public opinion prevented them from changing 
their approach to terrorist safe havens, or to supporting Islamist militias. “Which 
is actually true,” Patterson reflected. “But it’s public opinion that they 
themselves have generated.” Patterson had a frank, straightforward manner and 
was one of the few diplomats to try to confront the layers of deception head on. 
In one meeting, she told Zardari: “I come here, Mr. President, and talk to you, 
and then there’s a press release and it says something we never even talked 
about.” He looked at Patterson like she’d lost her mind and said, “Well you 
really wouldn’t want us to put out what we actually talked about!” A similar 
cycle was repeated in other hot spots where the United States relied on difficult 
foreign militaries, like Egypt. 

Panetta said that after his meetings with General Pasha and the ISI, colleagues 
would often remark, “You do understand he’s lying?” Panetta did. “Oh yeah, it 
wasn’t as if I didn’t know. . . . You had a pretty good sense . . . people often 
asked me why our operations were classified—the reason they were classified is 
because the Pakistanis wanted them to be classified so that they would never 
have to acknowledge what was happening!” Panetta was laughing again. General 
Pasha, in his curiously millennial manner, declined to respond to Panetta’s 
comments. “Sorry Ronan. I am not in it. Let Leon have his say!!!!” 


Accepting Pakistan’s double game supposedly safeguarded cooperation, but 
even at a tactical level, the relationship could be fraught—sometimes for both 
sides. One Pakistani army commander, who spoke on condition of anonymity as 
he now serves in a more prominent position in the military, told me that joint 
operations were rife with deadly miscommunication. He’d lived through one 



such operation when he was an infantry commander during the initial series of 
failed counterterrorism efforts in Swat valley in early 2009. It was still winter, 
and the air in the mountainous valley was freezing. He was leading his unit of 
thirty-five men through the difficult terrain, pursuing a “very important” terrorist 
target chosen by the Americans. (How important, he never learned. “When 
you’re operating in the field, commanding a unit, you do not have the ability to 
figure out if it is a high-value target,” the commander reflected. “You’re just 
concerned about taking him out before he takes me out.”) Overhead, he could 
see American drones shadowing him. “Very few people know that we had a US 
technical team with us, that would have a certain control of Predator drones, 
flying overhead,” he said. “Of course with the consent of Pakistan.” 

One such American technical team was some distance away from the combat 
operations in Swat, monitoring through the drones. The Americans’ presence 
was a matter of strict secrecy. Even the men in the commander’s own unit 
weren’t informed of the specifics. But the commander had an open line of radio 
communication with American officers, and was told Predator strikes could be 
called in as a force multiplier. 

According to the commander, on the first night of the operation, his unit 
closed in on its target, only to watch him escape into a “hostile zone” they had 
been ordered against entering. The commander radioed the coordinates to the 
Americans. The drones had been in close proximity for hours. But no strike 
came. 

The following night, another unit, operating about thirty-five miles away, had 
a similar encounter with a target, and called in a strike. This time, it came— 
targeting not the terrorists they were pursuing, but the Pakistani unit itself. “Our 
own soldiers,” he told me, planting a fist on the table in front of him, “We lost 
thirty-one of our men. And it was attributed to operator error . . . We never called 
for a drone strike ever again.” The Pakistanis told the American technical team 
they wouldn’t cooperate; less than two weeks later, the Americans left. 



The story reflected a sentiment that came up often in conversations with 
Pakistani military brass. “There was an absence of sincerity,” the commander 
said, born of the narrow scope of the relationship and lack of communication. He 
found it galling how little the Americans seemed to share about the overarching 
goals of the operations for which he was risking his life. “The United States has 
never shared with us, in formal terms, its end state in Afghanistan,” he 
grumbled. “That is the classic example of strategic interaction between the 
United States and Pakistan. We have been working on the operative issues. We 
have not been talking about the grand strategic issues that the two nations should 
be talking to each other about.” Another Pakistani military official who was 
present while we spoke nodded vigorously. “Nobody is asking questions of what 
makes Pakistan do what it does,” that second official added. 


Opinions varied as to whether the compromises of the relationship were worth 
it. Anne Patterson was of the opinion that “we had an extraordinary degree of 
cooperation with ISI on some of these CT issues, really very unique in the 
world,” a sentiment echoed by many other State, Pentagon, and intelligence 
officials. On the other hand, just as many had serious misgivings. Petraeus, 
reflecting on his time as CIA director, told me “ISI was not one of the greatest 
sources of intel... the bottom line is that there was a very transactional 
relationship.” 

That debate was pressurized each time deficiencies in Pakistan’s 
counterterrorism cooperation were revealed. When a terrorist narrowly failed to 
detonate a truck bomb in Times Square in 2010, the FBI learned that the culprit, 
a thirty-three-year-old Pakistani-American named Faisal Shahzad, had trained in 
one of Pakistan’s terrorist safe havens in Waziristan. They quickly realized that 
the ISI had done nothing to alert them of the threat. Furious White House 
officials dressed down the Pakistanis and demanded that they share more 



intelligence, including passenger data from flights out of Pakistan, and that they 
stop holding up visas for Americans. In a characteristic show of cognitive 
dissonance, the Pakistanis insisted they were already sharing everything, then 
refused to hand over the flight data. 

The blocking of visas was a particular point of difficulty. When I arrived at 
State in 2009, the Pakistanis were years into brazenly strangling the flow of 
travel documents for US officials. The crackdown was a concession to anti- 
American sentiment within Pakistan, including fears that CIA agents were 
slipping into the country en masse. The cost to civilian assistance efforts was 
considerable. Often, State Department officials simply couldn’t get into the 
country. In one case, a day before I was scheduled to depart for a trip to 
Islamabad, I learned that my months-old visa request was still languishing. As 
was usually the case with Pakistan, the answer didn’t lie with the civilians. 
Instead, I secured a meeting with the military attache, Lieutenant General Nazir 
Ahmed Butt. We met in his large office on the fourth floor of Pakistan’s 
embassy, with a view of China’s across the street. Butt, in full uniform with three 
stars on his collar, was distinguished looking, with a graying chevron moustache 
and, unusually for a Pakistani, electric blue eyes. He leaned back and listened 
intently as an assistant poured tea out of a china pot dusted with pink flowers 
and I spoke about the importance of working with Pakistani civil society, trying 
my best. An hour later, I walked out of the embassy with a multiple entry visa, 
good for a year. Not everyone was so lucky. At any given time, hundreds of 
applications were pending, requiring direct clearance by the Pakistani military or 
intelligence operatives. 

The situation finally became so problematic that Hillary Clinton raised it with 
Pakistani prime minister Yousuf Raza Gilani. Gilani quietly authorized Husain 
Haqqani to begin approving visas without going through Islamabad—making 
him, as Haqqani put it, “visa czar.” Over the course of the following year, he 
approved a wave of American visa requests, keeping the relationship from tilting 



into hostilities. He was, in his view, “papering over a lot of problems between 
Pakistan and the US.” Haqqani knew his efforts would draw suspicion from the 
Pakistani political establishment. For him, as was the case with Robin Raphel’s 
misunderstood diplomatic endeavors, talking to the other side was about to 
become a dangerous game. 
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FARMER HOLBROOKE 


Unable to movem the needle away from what he called “mil-think,” Richard 
Holbrooke set to work around its margins. He still felt that any hope for success 
depended on broadening America’s role, in both Afghanistan and Pakistan, 
beyond tactics. 

On the Afghan side of the border, he proposed a flood of new civilian-led 
assistance. Prompted by his agitation, the Obama administration requested from 
Congress $800 million more for reconstruction in 2009 than the Bush 
administration had the year before. Holbrooke commandeered control of USAID 
projects, insisting on signing off on many of them personally. He was able to 
secure that control because USAID reports to the State Department. His outsize 
influence was a source of bureaucratic rancor—especially when Holbrooke, 
always a whirling dervish of activity, would leave projects awaiting approval for 
months, unwilling to relinquish control. But he considered the move necessary. 
Afghanistan was full of expensive, embarrassing USAID boondoggles—from 
cobblestone roads that Afghans considered unusable as they hurt camels’ feet, to 



farming projects on land with groundwater too salty to sustain crops, to fertilizer 
handouts that inadvertently enhanced poppy cultivation and, in turn, 
Afghanistan’s drug economy. When Holbrooke was in Vietnam, USAID had a 
robust corps of technical specialists in areas like agriculture. By the Obama 
administration, decades of budget cuts had shrunk the size of the workforce and 
robbed it of such expertise. The funding USAID did receive was often 
mismanaged and misspent, with projects going to American mega-contractors 
with high overhead and little understanding of circumstances on the ground. This 
was one of the symptoms of the imbalance that had bedeviled Holbrooke 
throughout his career. By the modern war on terror, almost all of the capacity 
and resources lay instead on the military side. 

Holbrooke was convinced that the key was agriculture. The US military, 
which led many of the counternarcotics efforts in the region, had long contended 
that lucrative poppy cultivation for heroin sustained the Taliban. So the Bush 
administration had focused on crop eradication, slashing and burning its way 
through Afghanistan’s fields. Holbrooke was incensed by this. He pointed to 
intelligence assessments that showed support from Pakistan and the Gulf States 
was far more central to the Taliban’s livelihood. He argued that eradication 
pushed penniless farmers into the arms of the Taliban—often their only source of 
employment after their crops were wiped out. 

He set out to refocus the United States on supporting Afghan farmers. “They 
need the kind of soup-to-nuts agricultural support that Roosevelt gave farmers 
during the great depression,” he said. He was a man possessed. Pomegranates, 
once a lucrative export for the Afghans, were a particular obsession. At 
Holbrooke’s request, I organized dozens of meetings focused on the fruit. 
Sometimes he’d cut me off in the middle of an unrelated sentence and say, from 
a faraway place, “Where are we on the pomegranates?” By the end of his first 
year on the job, Richard Holbrooke, a man who as far as I was aware had never 
so much as kept a potted cactus alive, could explain the pomegranate’s required 



levels of moisture, favorable types of soil, and ideal timeline for harvest. Hillary 
Clinton took to calling him Farmer Holbrooke. 

But, despite Holbrooke’s efforts, civilian reconstruction remained dwarfed by 
an order of magnitude by the Pentagon’s programs in the same space. In the 
early years of George W. Bush’s administration, State reconstruction spending 
sometimes outweighed the Pentagon’s by a ratio of more than ten to one. By the 
time Holbrooke came to State, the situation had nearly reversed. The trend lines 
were hard to miss: From 2008 to 2010, State spending on reconstruction in 
Afghanistan jumped from $2.2 billion to $4.2 billion, while the Pentagon’s 
budget for similar efforts more than tripled from $3.4 billion to $10.4 billion. 
This included a sea of development projects conventionally associated with State 
and USAID, ranging from counternarcotics programs, to education, to the 
catchall Commander’s Emergency Response Program, which was primarily used 
for road building and repair. The Army Corps of Engineers, likewise, worked on 
infrastructure projects around the country, and USAID was sometimes the last to 
know. 

Even for the projects underwritten through the new USAID and State 
Department funding, Holbrooke had trouble disentangling development and 
military objectives. Counterinsurgency strategy was typically described in three 
steps: “clear, hold, build”—as in, clear the area of the enemy, hold it with our 
forces, and begin to build capacity. As the first year of the Obama administration 
wore on, that COIN language, ripped from Petraeus’s counterinsurgency manual, 
began appearing in USAID development contracts. One request for applications 
for a community-based development initiative called for USAID’s partner 
charities to “enable COIN-focused, unstable communities to directly implement 
small-scale community level projects” and “support military . . . efforts in 
communities by helping to ‘hold’ areas after they are cleared.” 

Security and development objectives in an active theater of war are never 
completely separable, but there had, historically, been an acknowledgment that 



development should be driven by technical expertise and long term goals, not 
shackled to tactics. Explicitly militarizing the contract language was new—and, 
it turned out, tone-deaf. The nongovernmental organizations applying for the 
contracts revolted. The head of one charity told me its staffers had been targeted 
for attacks based on their visible identification with the military. Others said it 
was destroying trust with communities of Afghans who were comfortable with 
American reconstruction, but not American military might. 

Holbrooke correctly judged that the years of narrow, military-driven 
engagement under the Bush administration had also atrophied relationships with 
civil society, especially at a local level. Large American companies took equally 
large commissions, then subcontracted to other groups, which in turn sometimes 
subcontracted yet again. The result was obvious: massive inefficiency and a lack 
of accountability. 

One of the first problems: The United States simply wasn’t aware what 
groups were on the ground, and where. Holbrooke’s response was typically 
ambitious: he asked me to track every NGO in Afghanistan and Pakistan. I 
enlisted the one computer science geek I knew—a programmer named Jillian 
Kozyra, who was snapped up by Google soon after—and we pulled all-nighters 
in my tiny basement studio on U Street as I designed and she coded. Using the 
programming language Ruby, she built a scraping application—an automated 
tool that extracts data from internet sources—married to Google Maps and basic 
analysis tools that could, for instance, break out a pie chart of different types of 
civil society activity in a given area. At the end of the process, we had a map of 
Afghanistan and Pakistan populated with more than a hundred thousand local 
groups. We put it up on an open, nongovernment URL that I purchased. 
Holbrooke was delighted by the technology and asked me to present it at the 
White House, the Pentagon, and our embassies in Afghanistan and Pakistan. 

But the project also illustrated, in miniature, the pitfalls of his bull-in-a-china- 
shop approach. The American contractors were incensed by Holbrooke’s push 



away from them. They began lobbying for his firing and complaining about the 
focus on local NGOs in the press. And, as in all of Holbrooke’s endeavors, the 
military was an overpowering and not always friendly counterpart. Within two 
years of the first demonstrations of the NGO tracking technology, both Pentagon 
and CIA lawyers descended on my office. Where had this mysterious technology 
come from, they wanted to know? Where was I getting my data? Who was 
funding it? The answer was, of course, that this was a jury-rigged solution using 
open-source data and tools, at the cost of a single domain name. Both agencies 
asserted ownership of the work product, but did nothing with it. When I left 
government after nearly four years, the United States still lacked the basic 
database of civil society entities Holbrooke had sought. 

Later, I received a large manila envelope from an anonymous P.O. box in 
Virginia. Inside was an application form for a job interview process to be 
conducted under a strict veil of secrecy. A timed online test and a series of 
meetings at hotel bars with unnamed officials followed. They had little interest 
in my work at State. Would I be willing to depart to work as a lawyer or 
journalist under nonofficial cover, they asked? “Come on,” said one interviewer. 
“What you’re all doing over there is a side show. This is the real work.” 

Like most things Holbrooke, SRAP was ambitious and exciting and, for 
many, alienating. Prioritizing outsiders over career Foreign Service officers 
made the office hated inside the State Department bureaucracy. The interagency 
convening role he had taken upon himself was the traditional domain of the 
White House—and this was a particularly controlling White House. These were 
original sins for which Holbrooke would never fully atone. From the moment we 
started, the system went to work expelling this peculiar creation, like a body 
rejecting a transplanted organ. It would cost Holbrooke, and, some would later 
argue, the country, dearly. 
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A LITTLE LESS CONVERSATION 


A Week after the ceremony in the Ben Franklin Room announcing Richard 
Holbrooke’s role in January 2009, Holbrooke and Husain Haqqani sat in the 
Hay-Adams hotel’s Lafayette dining room—an airy, light-filled hall with cream- 
colored walls and wide views of the White House. The property was once home 
to career diplomat and Secretary of State John Hay, and the legendary salons he 
and neighbor and political scion Henry Adams hosted for DC’s intellectual 
elites. In the 1920s, their homes had been razed to make way for the elegant, 
Italian Renaissance complex where Haqqani and Holbrooke now lunched. 
Holbrooke had passing encounters with Haqqani over the course of their 
overlapping diplomatic careers. The two had struck up a rapport in 2008, when 
Haqqani became ambassador to the US and Holbrooke, who was at the time 
chairman of the Asia Society, began making trips to build up his bona fides in 
the region. The day his new role was formally announced, he had called Haqqani 
and suggested they have lunch. Someplace where they’d be seen, he’d said 
wryly but pointedly. The Hay-Adams was hard to top for visibility. Yet such a 


consideration also captured Holbrooke as a creature of another era, when being 
seen at a prominent locale sent a signal, and when there was a clique of 
interested power brokers and observers ready to receive such a transmission. The 
truth is, nobody was paying attention. 

Holbrooke laid out his goals: he wanted an end to the war in Afghanistan, and 
a stable Pakistan. He wanted a settlement. As always, he asked incisive 
questions, many of them about bringing regional parties to the table. “Could the 
United States be friends with both India and Pakistan at the same time?” he 
asked. He wanted a more candid discussion of Pakistan’s national interests. If 
there’s one thing Haqqani knew from experience, it was that candor would be 
hard to come by. 

“Remember one thing,” Haqqani warned Holbrooke. “This is not 
Yugoslavia.” He quoted a passage from Holbrooke’s book about Bosnia, To End 
a War : “The leaders of all three sides were willing to let their people die while 
they argued.” 

“In the subcontinent,” Haqqani went on, “it’s not just that. People are 
unwilling and do not know what compromise means. This is not going to be as 
easy as you think.” 

The two men—both, for different reasons, outsiders in their political 
establishments, and both staring down the hardest foreign policy problem in the 
world—looked at each other. 

Holbrooke observed that the new American president’s pivot to the region 
might make life hard for Haqqani, too. “Increased focus and scrutiny raise 
questions to which there are no easy answers.” He said he didn’t envy Haqqani’s 
job. The feeling was mutual. Over the course of the ensuing two years, the two 
men became close. Holbrooke would jolt Haqqani out of bed at 7 a.m. with calls 
about his latest diplomatic schemes. They’d take walks together near 
Holbrooke’s Georgetown townhouse. On weekends, when Holbrooke’s wife was 
out of town, they’d go to the movies. In March 2010, they walked to the E Street 



Cinema to see The Ghost Writer, Roman Polanski’s thriller about a British prime 
minister accused of war crimes while working too closely with the Americans, 
and his wife, who turns out to be a CIA agent. Afterwards, Holbrooke and 
Haqqani got frozen yogurt. 

Pieces of Holbrooke’s desired region-wide role had been carted off before he 
could grab them. The Iran job had been commandeered by the White House, 
who appointed Dennis Ross to head up dialogue with that state. In an even 
bigger blow, the Indians, whose meteoric economic rise made them a far greater 
diplomatic center of gravity than the Pakistanis, pitched a fit at the idea of being 
included in Holbrooke’s war portfolio alongside a rogue state like Pakistan. They 
successfully lobbied the Obama transition team to nix any India envoy role, and 
particularly one involving Holbrooke. 

Holbrooke told me he intended to address the Indian elephant in the room 
anyway, and proceeded to regularly include said elephant in his regional 
diplomacy. And the Indians weren’t his only targets. In February 2010, he had 
his staffers, including myself, assemble a list of his international travel in the 
job. It was exhausting to behold. In the first two months of 2010 alone, his 
shuttle diplomacy included trips to twenty cities in nearly as many countries. 
London, Abu Dhabi, Islamabad, Kabul, New Delhi, Paris, Munich, Doha, 

Riyadh, Tashkent, Tbilisi, Berlin; the list went on and on. Alongside the list of 
cities, we noted commitments he had secured from foreign partners, for either 
Afghanistan or Pakistan. New Delhi pledged continued civilian assistance to and 
increased trade with Afghanistan, along with a promise to avoid “provocative 
assistance in the security sector.” The Russians, at one point, offered “technical 
military training” and helicopter maintenance for the Pakistanis. This was a 
global threat, and Holbrooke intended to build a global solution. 

The dream was to bring the Pakistanis and Indians together to defuse the root 
causes of Pakistan’s support for terrorists. He even set up a secret meeting 
between himself, Haqqani, and former Indian high commissioner to Pakistan, S. 



K. Lamba. “We met together once,” Haqqani admitted. “Holbrooke encouraged 
me and the Indians to talk.” But Haqqani considered his own country 
inhospitable to any meaningful negotiations. “What will satisfy the Pakistanis,” 
he mused, “short of India stopping to exist?” The India-Pakistan problem 
required a fundamental shift in the posture of the negotiating parties—the kind 
that Holbrooke achieved in Dayton only with the robust backing of the White 
House and the threat of military strikes he could meaningfully direct. In this 
case, he barely had a mandate to talk to the Indians, and frequently had to do so 
in secret to avoid irritating not only the Pakistanis but also the White House. 
Here, the military was driving engagement. Here, he would have to work around 
the limitations of his job description. 


Another great challenge was simply talking to the Pakistanis. Years of 
conversation conducted between intelligence agencies, with blinders on to any 
broader dialogue, had worked during the war with the Soviets. But during that 
conflict, the Pakistanis and the Americans had been on the same side. Both 
needed the invading forces out of the region, each for their own reasons. The 
relationship was already fraught with deception in other areas, like Pakistan’s 
nuclear development. But there was at least a strategic alignment. There wasn’t 
broader dialogue, but there didn’t need to be. 

In the Global War on Terrorism, the Americans attempted to rebuild the same 
relationship, but there was an essential difference that was almost impossible to 
overcome: this time, Pakistan was on the other side. Now we wanted al-Qaeda- 
aligned militants out of the region. But Pakistan had kept right on using them as 
a proxy force, just like we taught them to do. However often the Pakistanis 
appeared to accede to American demands for cooperation, they always had goals 
opposed to those of the United States. If Pakistan was going to reconsider its 
basic priorities, there needed to be a broader and more honest conversation. To 



succeed, Holbrooke would have to turn the uneasy transactions of proxy war into 
a true diplomatic alliance—or something closer to it. 

Holbrooke knew that coaxing the Pakistanis into broader dialogue would 
require a show of commitment from the United States in areas other than 
military assistance. He needed action—or at least money. In April 2009, he 
gathered many of the countries on his international engagement list for a donor’s 
conference in Tokyo, where he wooed them into $5 billion of pledges to 
Pakistan. “That is a respectable IPO,” he joked. Was it enough, a reporter asked? 
“Pakistan needs $50 billion,” Holbrooke said, “not $5 billion.” 

Back home, he and David Petraeus followed up with a frenzy of lobbying. 
“Richard and I worked that very hard on the Hill,” Petraeus told me. “I 
remember the two of us worked that together.” It was the zenith of Holbrooke’s 
BlackBerry jujitsu, as he worked every connection he had in every legislator’s 
office. In September 2009, the Senate unanimously authorized $7.5 billion in 
new assistance to Pakistan over five years. The legislation was named Kerry- 
Lugar-Berman for its sponsors. It was the first long-term civilian aid package to 
Pakistan born of a deliberate effort to roll back the almost exclusively military- 
to-military nature of the relationship. “That was a grand strategic attempt to 
address the perception that the US was only engaging with the Pakistani military 
and didn’t care about democracy or the Pakistani people,” recalled Alan 
Kronstadt, the Congressional Research Service’s analyst on Pakistan assistance. 
But changing those perceptions proved more difficult than any of the Americans 
had bargained for. 

The day the Kerry-Lugar-Berman Act passed, Mark Siegel, Benazir Bhutto’s 
lobbyist, held a party at his house. He had brought his Pakistan account to his 
firm at the time, Locke Lord, and a large crowd of employees, Pakistani 
diplomats, and politicians toasted the achievement. Less than twenty-four hours 
later, the fallout began. Mohsin Kamal, a young Pakistani lobbyist, had joined 
Siegel’s firm the day of the party. He expected to capitalize on an apparent thaw 



in the relationship. Instead, his first job was frantic damage control. Items began 
appearing in Pakistani outlets excoriating the bill. It was “degrading,” with 
“vicious designs on Pakistan’s sovereignty,” raged The Nation. “An affront to the 
country in the eyes of its people,” opined diplomat Maleeha Lodhi in The News. 
Even the Pakistani army chief, General Kayani, expressed outrage and privately 
harangued US officials. 

At issue was a requirement that the US secretary of state annually certify that 
Pakistan was meeting basic thresholds for good behavior to keep security 
assistance flowing. That included cooperation on ensuring nuclear weapons 
stayed out of terrorists’ hands, ceasing support for extremist and terrorist groups, 
and helping to confront the safe havens in FATA and Quetta. It was, in fact, a 
pretty modest nod to accountability. The certification requirements only applied 
to security-related assistance, and even then, could be waived freely for any 
national security reason. In practice, this was a no-strings-attached gift. Few 
legislators in America had considered the possibility that it would actually 
threaten to burn down the entire relationship. But in Pakistan, paranoia is a 
national pastime. This episode, like just about everything else, prompted two 
reactions. Some were convinced it was evidence of Indian meddling. And some 
were convinced it was Husain Haqqani’s fault. “Husain Haqqani did something 
very stupid,” was Mohsin Kamal’s straightforward reading of events. “He put 
those provisions in.” 

As the furor grew, Holbrooke gathered staffers in his office for a crisis 
session. He paced back and forth in his socks. Holbrooke’s chosen response, 
seeded to any reporter who would listen, was to insist that the assistance came 
with “no conditions”—which he jokingly referred to as “the c word.” John 
Kerry, whose name the legislation bore, was dispatched to Islamabad to try to 
pacify the Pakistanis. “We did a whole apology tour with Kerry-Fugar-Berman 
where we met with Nawaz and the whole gang over there,” remembered one 
senior official. On one occasion, Kerry sat for five hours with General Kayani 



over dinner. “We want to give you this money, we want to change the nature of 
our relationship,” Kerry told him. “But to be able to do that, you guys have to be 
sensitive to how you’re going to be perceived if you continue to do some of the 
bad things that you’ve been doing.” “Look, I’m a politician too,” replied Kayani. 
“I understand your politics. I know how difficult this is.” As was so often the 
case, the Pakistanis had one message for their people and another for the 
Americans. 

I wondered, for a moment, what an outside observer might make of this 
madness: a supposed ally convulsed with rage over a $7.5-billion handout, and a 
world power bending over backward to deny that said handout contained any 
accountability. The situation held a mirror to the deep problems in the 
relationship. Holbrooke had tried to buy a broader conversation. But Pakistan 
had been a proxy for America’s military interests for too many years. While the 
conversations between spy chiefs and generals flourished, the untended broader 
relationship had become a petri dish for paranoia and suspicion. $7.5 billion 
couldn’t buy it back. 


Robin Raphel said yes to the job offer from Anne Patterson, the US ambassador 
to Pakistan at the time. The month before the Kerry-Lugar-Berman Act passed 
the House and Senate in September 2009, she packed up her things and moved 
to Islamabad one more time. She settled into life in a two-story, stucco house in 
Islamabad’s comfortable, leafy F-6 sector, right next to the Margalla Hills. She 
got a refurbished Toyota and drove herself to parties and functions. During my 
trips to Islamabad, I saw her working her way through house parties thrown by 
Russian diplomats and British charity heads, always thronged by Pakistanis. 
Robin Raphel was back among the Islamabad elites she’d known since her 
twenties. The task of spending the new flood of money that Holbrooke and 
Petraeus had fought for on the Hill fell to her. 



“I believed at the time, and still do, it was a good idea to do Kerry-Lugar- 
Berman, to make a grand gesture ... to help raise the standard of living overall 
for the people and not just the military,” she told me. But spending the money 
proved just as fraught as announcing it. This, too, was partly an echo of the long 
history of transactional rapport—the relationship simply wasn’t set up to 
accommodate $1.5 billion a year in civilian assistance. It quickly became 
apparent that there was more money authorized than USAID could spend 
effectively. The result was, in the eyes of many Pakistanis, yet another broken 
promise—a hyped-up number that, after all the furor, never became a reality. 

As in Afghanistan, there was a lack of technical expertise. In certain areas, 
like water infrastructure, there just wasn’t anyone qualified at USAID. I began 
pulling in outside groups and linking them up with the Pakistani government and 
USAID. But no amount of outside expertise could get the machine of US 
assistance moving fast enough to fit the timeline set by the wartime legislation. 
“The fact is, we weren’t doing much,” admitted Raphel, “because it takes a very 
long time to get going on stuff. So there was this huge expectation buildup and 
there was no way we could meet it.” 

The same broken system that blighted Holbrooke’s efforts in Afghanistan 
frustrated Raphel’s struggle to get projects through the pipeline faster. Despite 
the quest to identify local NGOs, much of the Kerry-Lugar-Berman money went 
through hulking American contractors using layers of subcontracts. “We pissed 
away most of that money to contractors,” Raphel said flatly. And there wasn’t 
enough time to fix the issues. Five years are the blink of an eye in the context of 
infrastructure projects, and shorter than that, in terms of the long-term 
relationship change Holbrooke sought to effect. “I didn’t realize right at the 
beginning that it should have been a ten-year program, not a five-year program,” 
Raphel told me later, “because we couldn’t figure out quickly enough how to 
spend the money well.” Yet again, timelines dictated by military exigencies and 
domestic political pressures didn’t fit with the realities of diplomacy and 



development. 

Then there was the pushback from the groups responsible for implementing 
the assistance—who, just like in Afghanistan, had little desire to be identified as 
a part of the American war effort. Holbrooke and Petraeus sold Kerry-Lugar- 
Berman on simple logic: we’d spend a lot of money on dams and schools, 
Pakistanis would see all those American dollars flowing and—hey presto!— 
Pakistan would transform from an avatar of the CIA in shadowy 
counterterrorism operations to a friend of the United States. Meetings about 
assistance to Pakistan often devolved into senior officials making increasingly 
desperate pleas for highly visible “signature projects” that could bring about this 
fabled winning of hearts and minds. 

Holbrooke wanted that as much as anyone. In a picture taken at a refugee 
camp in Northwest Pakistan, he slouches next to a bearded Pakistani refugee, 
who sits lotus style with his young daughter in his lap. Holbrooke has taken off 
his sunglasses and sincere sympathy is written on his face, along with intense 
focus. Tufts of his graying hair stick out from underneath a khaki-colored hat 
emblazoned with “USAID” and then underneath, its slogan: “from the American 
people.” He took to wearing it a lot. “Seems like Pakistani press is taking 
particular interest in RCH”—Holbrooke’s initials—“baseball cap,” Vali Nasr 
wrote in an email to Holbrooke and his chief of staff, Rosemarie Pauli. “Does 
that have deeper meaning, Dr Freud?” Holbrooke wrote back. “It was practically 
the only sign, however temporary, that there was a US civilian effort. . . . Every 
other country’s aid here, even Iran’s, is better branded than us. Only our 
helicopters are visible. China’s field hospital (which I drove by in Thatta), 
Turkey, Saudi Arabia (I visited their refugee camp, where they are building a 
mosque), Australia (field hospital in Multan), Switzerland, UK, etc. While we 
hide and the NGO partners refuse to admit that we fund them.” 

Holbrooke was right—in sensitive areas of Pakistan rife with violent anti- 
American sentiment, nongovernmental groups often tried to minimize the stars 



and stripes, fearing they could trigger attacks on workers. In the most volatile 
areas, the US even permitted the complete scrubbing of flags and USAID logos 
through waivers. This had long been a gentleman’s agreement. But Holbrooke 
began agitating, publicly and privately. He forwarded the exchange to Clinton 
aide Jake Sullivan, who forwarded it to Clinton. Days later, she raised the issue 
publicly, saying “we have to fight to get the US Government’s label on our 
material because a lot of our aid workers and our NGO partners are afraid to 
have association with the US Government.” 

Suddenly, we were at war, with the groups responsible for much of the 
assistance at the heart of the Afghanistan-Pakistan strategy. “We’re aiding 
Pakistan. Don’t put a target on our backs,” blared the headline of a Washington 
Post op-ed written by the head of the NGO coalition Inter Action. “In countries 
such as Liberia or Congo, US NGOs that get funding from the US government 
routinely promote the fact that they are delivering help ‘from the American 
people,’ ” wrote Sam Worthington. “But in Pakistan, where aid workers’ lives are 
more often at stake, an enforced branding campaign could. . . put the lives of 
Americans and their Pakistani colleagues at risk.” I was dispatched to quiet the 
storm, bringing the groups into the State Department and heading to a summit of 
NGOs to make the case against a boycott. 

Both sides dug in. Judith McHale, the former Discovery Channel executive 
serving as Clinton’s undersecretary of state for public diplomacy, emailed the 
op-ed to Clinton, saying, “As you know I believe passionately that it is not in our 
national interests to continue to provide billions of dollars in aid and assistance 
without the very people we are helping knowing we are the ones providing the 
assistance.” Clinton replied: “Thx—I love working w you—I feel sometimes we 
were separated at birth!” Jake Sullivan chimed in, in an email to McHale: 

“Surely they shouldn’t hide their support, offering it covertly?” He added, using 
the one-letter abbreviation for the secretary of state: “S believes we should 
expand this beyond Pakistan—make the case for displaying the support of the 



American people throughout the world.” 

As the crisis-management email chains ballooned, I was pulled in to help 
draft an op-ed that would run under the byline of Rajiv Shah, the head of 
USAID. 

I was, absurdly, given my junior rank, the only person actively 
communicating with the groups threatening to pull out. It struck me that there 
was a thoughtful solution here—a more specific conversation not about whether 
American branding should be used, but about when and where and how— 
essentially an adjustment of the waiver policy that was already in place. Other 
changes, like working with local groups that had expressed a willingness to use 
the American flag, even in difficult areas, could have a greater impact than 
focusing on strong-arming Western groups that already faced controversy in 
Pakistan. 

In a series of memos to Holbrooke and emails to the group, I tried to gently 
make the case. Holbrooke hit the roof. He called me into his office one night, 
after a reply I’d sent to the group suggesting a public acknowledgment of the 
waivers already available for unsafe areas. His face was slick with perspiration 
and he looked exhausted. He was, by then, facing off against an unfriendly 
White House almost daily. “Have you taken leave of your senses?” he thundered. 
He snatched the memo I’d brought him with such force it tore in half. I looked at 
the jagged half page in my hand and then at a vein standing out on Holbrooke’s 
forehead. “I know you think you’re special,” he raged on. “I know you think you 
have a destiny. That you’ll do great things. That you’ll make a difference for 
your country. I know you’ve felt sure of it ever since you were young—” even at 
the time, it was hard to avoid the feeling he’d stopped himself from saying 
“since you were in Vietnam.” A picture of young Holbrooke smiling from 
behind Coke-bottle glasses in the sunlight of the Mekong Delta stared at us from 
a nearby wall. “—But you have got to know your place. To pick your battles. To 
realize that even the best point isn’t a good point if no one wants to hear it. And 



right now, no one wants to hear—DONNA?!” His assistant, a mild-mannered 
Southern grandmother named Donna Dejban, was standing outside his office 
door, gaping at us, weeping openly. “Donna. STOP. CRYING!” he bellowed. 

The op-ed from Rajiv Shah ran in the Huffington Post, with a brief mention of 
waivers. None of the major implementers pulled out, and the assistance 
continued. But the dream of a sweeping new civilian assistance agenda in 
Pakistan never quite materialized. Much of the funding was never even 
appropriated by Congress. In some cases, acts of god interfered. US responses to 
flooding and a refugee crisis had to be bankrolled with the authorized funds. 
“Humanitarian aid siphoned off a lot of that,” said Kronstadt, the congressional 
researcher. More significantly, changes were afoot that would dramatically alter 
the stakes of the relationship—and with those changes came dramatically 
smaller appropriations. 


In March 2010, Clinton and Pakistani foreign minister Shah Mehmood Qureshi 
sat at the head of a series of long tables arranged in a rectangle in the Ben 
Franklin Room. Behind them stood alternating US and Pakistani flags: red, 
white, and blue juxtaposing white crescents on green. A Pakistani delegation sat 
on Qureshi’s side and the Americans on Clinton’s, with Holbrooke around the 
corner from her. Even with the odds arrayed against him in his civilian funding 
surges in Afghanistan and Pakistan, Holbrooke forged ahead trying to bring the 
players to the table. He convinced Clinton that Pakistan—like weightier allies 
India and China—should receive an annual “strategic dialogue”: a high-level, 
ceremonial talk on the most pressing issues in a relationship. 

Little of substance was discussed at that first meeting, and the commitments 
Qureshi did secure were all in the traditional arena of counterterrorism 
cooperation (“We’ve agreed to fast-track our requests that have been pending for 
months and years on the transfer of military equipment to Pakistan,” he gushed 



to reporters.) But the mere fact that it had occurred, after so many mishaps, was 
a small miracle. After the talks, Clinton stood with Qureshi in front of the blue 
walls and Corinthian pillars of the State Department Treaty Room and thanked 
Pakistan for its friendship. Holbrooke framed the talks as the beginning of a new 
kind of relationship: “Pakistan is important in its own right. We don’t view it 
simply as a function of its giant neighbor to the east or its war-torn neighbor to 
the west.” It was more aspiration than reality, but it was a start. 

Holbrooke made the most of the opening. He championed additional, 
trilateral talks with Afghanistan. Working groups were spun out to address 
specific issues. Those were sometimes his best chance to tackle big challenges 
that exceeded his mandate, like restrictions on trade that were driven by 
animosity between Pakistan and India and strangled Pakistan’s economy. He 
couldn’t bring India to the table, but he pushed aggressively on trilateral talks 
with the United States, Pakistan, and Afghanistan, culminating in the signing of 
an agreement to open up trade. It was the first breakthrough in a negotiating 
process that had been stalled, literally, since 1965. In 2015, even India began to 
signal its willingness to enter the trade pact. 

Another trilateral working group’s focus—water policy—became a fixation 
for Holbrooke. In a little-publicized view, he came to believe mounting tensions 
over water issues could trigger a complete collapse of the uneasy peace between 
India and Pakistan. The Indus River basin fed both countries, running through 
India and disputed Kashmir on its way to Pakistan. A 1960 treaty, negotiated by 
the World Bank, split the various Indus rivers between the two countries. But 
climate change was putting stress on the tenuous arrangement. Floods threatened 
farmland on both sides of the border, increasing the risk of turf wars. Drought 
could trigger a similar effect, and was already a visible trend. One study 
predicted that shrinking glaciers would reduce the flows of the Indus by 8 
percent by 2050. “If we ignore this,” Holbrooke told me, “it could very well 
precipitate World War III.” I gave him an incredulous look. He stayed absolutely 



serious. 


Holbrooke raised the water dimension of the regional struggle in a National 
Security Council session, hoping he could expand his effort with higher level 
support. White House officials were incredulous and asked whether he was 
kidding. If there were any laughs to be had, Holbrooke’s would be the last—in 
2016, the Indians began making ominous threats to pull out of the Indus Waters 
Treaty. 

Realizing he was being frozen out, Holbrooke fought to have another official 
—Under Secretary of State Maria Otero—serve in a sort of informal water 
envoy role. (As usual, he was never confident that anyone who wasn’t him could 
do a job. “Is she okay?” he asked me after one of his briefing sessions with her. 
“Is she smart enough for this? This is important.”) And he kept pushing on talks. 

I spent months traipsing around the world with the water working group, to 
make sure they were integrating outside experts that could help them prepare for 
a potential crisis. A refrigerator magnet inexplicably given to me by the 
Pakistani government shows me, a handful of Department of Agriculture 
officials, and a Pakistani minister giving a thumbs-up next to equipment used for 
testing groundwater levels. At one point, we sat at the garish Ritz-Carlton in 
Doha trying to jumpstart a come-to-Jesus conversation between India, Pakistan, 
and Afghanistan on the subject. Bearded Afghans sat next to artificial lagoons 
declining pina coladas. It felt like a waste of time. India refused to send an 
official envoy. 

But Holbrooke didn’t think he was tilting at windmills. Conversations 
between regional players, however halting, were happening—to an extent that 
hadn’t been seen in years. And the Pakistanis were moving against terrorists 
within their own borders to an extent they’d never managed before. “There was a 
period in 2009 where we thought, ‘This thing is really working,’ ” Petraeus told 
me. “And that was the period in which they did Swat, Bajaur, Mohmand, 

Khyber, Orakzai, South Waziristan. . . . We were providing fair amounts of 



financial, intel, training, infrastructure and logistics assistance, and we felt it was 
going very well.” Holbrooke seemed buoyed. Despite the obstacles, he told me, 
he was edging toward something important. 
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A-ROD 


Just after Thanksgiving in 2010, a sleek Falcon 900EX triple-engine jet 
touched down at the snow-blanketed Munich Airport. The jet belonged to the 
Bundesnachrichtendienst —Germany’s CIA—and had taken off from Qatar. 
Onboard was a man named Syed Tayyab Agha. He was in his late thirties, with 
youthful features and a neat black beard. He spoke English, choosing his words 
carefully, with a calm, measured demeanor. Agha was a longtime aide to Taliban 
leader Mullah Omar and had served in the regime’s embassy in Pakistan. He had 
been involved in years of sputtering efforts to start talks with the outside world, 
including an approach to the Afghans in 2008. His flight to Germany was the 
culmination of a year of careful negotiation led by Holbrooke’s German 
counterpart, Michael Steiner. Steiner, a thin, distinguished-looking man with 
craggy features and stooped shoulders, had also been Holbrooke’s German 
counterpart during Bosnia. He had a similar reputation for aggressive negotiating 
tactics and larger-than-life theatrics. (During a later stint as ambassador to India, 
he and his wife staged a reenactment of a popular Bollywood movie, complete 


with Steiner lip-syncing his way through song-and-dance numbers, that surely 
ranks as one of the strangest YouTube videos ever uploaded by the German 
Foreign Office.) He also shared Holbrooke’s belief that talks were the only way 
out of Afghanistan. German agents had communicated with Agha only 
indirectly, through intermediaries who kept his location secret. He confirmed his 
identity to the Germans by posting specific, agreed upon messages on official 
Taliban websites. 

Agha was whisked away to a German intelligence safe house in an upscale 
village in the Bavarian countryside, not far from the city. Security was tight, with 
the area surrounding the safe house locked down. The next day, two Americans 
trudged through the cold to the house. One was a White House staffer named 
Jeff Hayes. The other was our deputy on Holbrooke’s team, Frank Ruggiero, 
who had served as the civilian adviser to the military in the Taliban stronghold of 
Kandahar. They joined Steiner, a Qatari prince who attended at Agha’s insistence 
as a guarantor of safety, and Agha. It was the first time in a decade the United 
States had talked to the Taliban. 

For Agha, the stakes were high. He was on German and American terrorist 
watch lists, and came only on commitments from both countries that he wouldn’t 
be arrested. Should al-Qaeda, or the al-Qaeda-friendly factions within Pakistan’s 
IS I, discover the talks, he risked a more gruesome fate. There was risk for the 
Americans, too. Just a year before, a supposed double agent informing on al- 
Qaeda to the Jordanian intelligence agency had been welcomed onto a base in 
Khost, Afghanistan. He turned out to be a triple agent, detonating a bomb and 
killing seven CIA officers. The memory was still fresh for everyone working on 
Afghanistan. German intelligence promised the Americans Agha had been vetted 
and searched. 

The group was together for eleven hours. Several were devoted to sightseeing 
(the Taliban official was excited to see traditional German castles). Six hours 
were spent talking. Agha outlined the Taliban’s main concerns: its leaders 



wanted to be clearly distinguished from al-Qaeda, asked that Taliban names be 
removed from a UN sanctions list, and sought permission to open a political 
office in Qatar, not just in Pakistan where they currently operated. There was one 
more, almost obsessive focus: they wanted the release of Taliban prisoners held 
by the US in Afghanistan and at Guantanamo Bay. The Americans outlined their 
conditions: that the Taliban lay down arms, renounce al-Qaeda, and accept the 
Afghan constitution and its protections for women. And the United States had its 
own prisoner request: it wanted the release of Sergeant Bowe Bergdahl, who had 
been captured by the Taliban after deserting from the Army a year before. 

After Agha left, the negotiators were elated. Holbrooke, who had been 
obsessively monitoring the talks from afar, met Ruggiero’s flight back the next 
day at Dulles. At Harry’s Tap Room on Concourse B, Holbrooke ordered a 
cheeseburger and Ruggiero briefed him on every detail. This was not an 
intensive negotiation—not yet. But Agha hadn’t balked at the American 
conditions. It was the most important break to date in Western efforts to drive a 
wedge between al-Qaeda and the Taliban. 


“Remember this moment,” Holbrooke had told Ruggiero when he tapped him to 
make the trip a month earlier. “We may be on the verge of making history.” It 
was a Sunday afternoon in October 2010, and Ruggiero was driving over the 
Benjamin Franklin Bridge in Philadelphia with his seven-year-old daughter 
when he got the call. As instructed, he never forgot. For a variety of reasons—to 
avoid public scrutiny; to avoid the fallout should the contact prove to be a fake; 
to skirt the perils of his fraught relationship with the White House—Holbrooke 
had decided against attending the first meeting himself. But the expectation was 
that he would take charge of any further negotiations. 

Holbrooke had first heard about Agha during one of his whirlwind 
international rallying efforts in Cairo in the fall of 2009. The Egyptians told him 



that Taliban leaders, including an aide to Mullah Omar, had visited them. Steiner 
and the German diplomats, who had also made contact, felt Agha was authentic. 
And, tantalizingly, he was willing to talk to the Americans. Clinton, who had 
initially been skeptical of high-level talks, told Holbrooke to begin exploring the 
prospect under a strict veil of secrecy. Holbrooke’s love of the Yankees had 
solidified at age fifteen, when his father refused to let him cut class to see Game 
5 of the World Series and what turned out to be Don Larsen’s historic perfect 
game. He took to referring to Agha as “A-Rod,” to keep a lid on leaks. 

A negotiated settlement with the Taliban had, to that point, been the white 
whale to Holbrooke’s Ahab. Barney Rubin, whose desk sat not far from mine in 
our State Department suite, had been hired expressly because he was the 
foremost expert on the Taliban in the Western world. Just before Holbrooke 
scooped him up in early 2009, Rubin had met with Taliban intermediaries in 
Kabul and Saudi Arabia. During these exploratory trips, he had probed what 
conditions had to be met for talks to proceed and hit upon the same priorities A- 
Rod later raised. Rubin believed talks were a real possibility. The day Holbrooke 
was sworn into his job, he met with Rubin about his trip and the prospects for 
negotiation. “If this thing works,” Holbrooke said, “it may be the only way we 
will get out.” Holbrooke didn’t consider the decision to deploy more troops to be 
at odds with the possibility of a political settlement. Quite the opposite: he often 
talked about using the period of greatest military pressure as leverage to bring 
parties to the table. It was a tactic he had used, to great effect, in the Balkans. 

There were two schools of thought on talking to the Taliban. The modest 
approach was to peel off and reintegrate low-level fighters—the kind in it for a 
living wage rather than an ideological fight to the death—from the bottom up. 
The more ambitious approach—the one Holbrooke and Rubin were discussing— 
was to bring Taliban leadership to the table to attempt reconciliation. The 
exhaustive policy review led by Bruce Riedel had endorsed reintegrating low- 
level fighters, but flatly rejected a peace process. Taliban leaders “are not 



reconcilable and we cannot make a deal that includes them,” that report 
concluded. The very idea of such talks ran counter to a basic ethos that had 
calcified during the Bush years: you don’t talk to terrorists. For much of the first 
two years of the Obama administration, we were forbidden from so much as 
referencing the idea in unclassified communications. Reconciliation, Vali Nasr 
later said, was “a taboo word ... the military would say, well, you’re talking to 
the Taliban, you’re already throwing in the towel.” 

Holbrooke longed to make his case to the president and lobbied for a meeting, 
but he never got one. Instead, he argued for a diplomatic approach with any one 
else in the administration he could get to. The toughest nut to crack was the 
military. Much of the leadership, including Petraeus in his seat at CENTCOM, 
felt talking to the Taliban would interfere with their case for military escalation. 
But Petraeus’s commander in Kabul, McChrystal, began to come around to the 
idea. He and Holbrooke didn’t have an easy relationship, but I saw him listen 
closely when Holbrooke worked up a lather—unlike Petraeus, who could be 
more visibly dismissive. An Army colonel under McChrystal named Christopher 
Kolenda, who had been working on reintegration efforts for insurgents at a local 
level, came to believe the Taliban was growing more moderate in some ways, 
and to share Holbrooke’s view that negotiation held promise. McChrystal was 
intrigued and contacted Holbrooke, and the two began discussing the pros and 
cons of reconciliation, and how it might fit with the United States’ military 
campaign. In early June, McChrystal notified his staff that he was “on board” 
with Taliban negotiations, and even began preparing a briefing for Karzai on the 
subject. 

A few weeks later, Holbrooke woke up to the sound of his BlackBerry 
ringing. It was 2:30 a.m. and we were all staying at the US embassy in Kabul— 
he in one of the proper visitor’s suites, I in my “hooch”—a white Conex 
shipping container outfitted with a bunk bed, a mini-fridge, and a tiny sink. 
“Remember to wash your hands! :)” read a peeling laminated sign to the left of 



the sink. “ROCKET ATTACK INSTRUCTIONS,” read a notice to the right. One 
of said instructions was to hide under the bed, which didn’t inspire much 
confidence. The day before, Holbrooke had been in Marja, a tactically important 
town that had been reclaimed from the Taliban a few months prior. As he made 
his approach, Taliban fighters opened fire on his V-22 Osprey—a futuristic but 
troubled combat aircraft with swiveling “tiltrotors” that allow it to act as either a 
helicopter or a plane. He’d descended safely and laughed off the incident to 
assembled reporters. (“I’ve been shot at in other countries,” he said with his 
usual bravado. “A lot of other countries, actually.”) But the gunfire continued 
during his brief visit, and moments after he took off again, three suicide bombers 
detonated themselves nearby. It was a violent reminder of how ephemeral 
military victories in Afghanistan were proving to be. I’d stayed behind at the 
embassy, eating greasy food at the commissary and taking meetings. Holbrooke 
returned looking spent. By 2:30 a.m. he was fast asleep. 

The wake-up call was from Stan McChrystal, across town at ISAF 
headquarters. Holbrooke was annoyed. What was possibly urgent enough for 
this? “There’s a Rolling Stone story coming out,” McChrystal said. “And I said 
some embarrassing things in it.” “Stan, don’t worry about it,” said Holbrooke. 
McChrystal, of course, was right to worry. Michael Hastings’s story, “The 
Runaway General,” had captured McChrystal and his staffers taking a blowtorch 
to just about everyone in the administration. “The Boss says he’s like a wounded 
animal,” one member of his team had said of Holbrooke. “Holbrooke keeps 
hearing rumors that he’s going to get fired, so that makes him dangerous. He’s a 
brilliant guy, but he just comes in, pulls on a lever, whatever he can grasp onto. 
But this is COIN, and you can’t just have someone yanking on shit.” Another 
memorable moment saw McChrystal looking at his BlackBerry and groaning. 
“Oh, not another email from Holbrooke. I don’t even want to open it.” Two days 
later, President Obama accepted McChrystal’s resignation. Military support for 
reconciliation departed with him. 



In McChrystal’s stead, Obama installed Petraeus in Afghanistan. This was 
technically a demotion for Petraeus, since McChrystal had reported to him. But 
it elevated Petraeus to a far more direct role in shaping policy for the war. And 
he did not share McChrystal’s openness to negotiation. “I just don’t think it was 
negotiable,” Petraeus told me. “We certainly tried and our forces supported the 
movement and security of potential interlocutors. But I doubted that we could 
get the right Taliban to come to the table and truly deal. Their nonnegotiable 
redlines were totally unacceptable to the Afghans and to us. And if you couldn’t 
get the true Taliban leaders, you certainly couldn’t get the ‘Haqqani Taliban’ 
leaders, or those of the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan or al-Qaeda,” he said, 
referring to the more extreme elements across Afghanistan’s borders. “The 
leaders of all the groups were sitting in sanctuaries and it was clear that the 
Pakistanis, at that time, were not willing or capable of going after them.” He 
found the incessant calls for negotiations, from Holbrooke and the State 
Department, to be an unhelpful distraction. “There was a belief that if we just 
tried a little harder, we could get a negotiated settlement,” he said. The message 
given to the military was that “we’re just not trying hard enough. Just put our 
shoulder to the wheel. You guys are obstacles. You don’t want it enough.” Years 
later, Petraeus was still defensive on this point: he argued that he did “all 
humanly possible,” including “reintegrating” tens of thousands of low-level 
Taliban within Afghanistan. “But we could never bring pressure on the leaders of 
the groups outside Afghanistan and they had little incentive to negotiate when 
they knew they just needed to wait us out given the announced drawdown date.” 
In October 2010, as Holbrooke closed in on the A-Rod talks, he tried to 
approach Petraeus. “Dave, we need to talk about reconciliation,” he said. 

“Richard, that’s a fifteen-second conversation,” Petraeus shot back. “Yes, 


eventually. But no. Not now.” 



That those first, secret talks in Munich even happened was a monument to 
Holbrooke’s relentlessness. Time and time again, he had pushed on the subject 
and been rebuffed. The White House was even more strenuous in its opposition 
than the military—to the idea of talks, and, even more so, to the idea of 
Holbrooke leading them. In July 2009, the Saudis notified President Obama that 
their intelligence service was in contact with Taliban officials and they sensed an 
opening for talks. They asked the Americans to send a representative to meet 
with them. Holbrooke pushed the request with the White House, but they 
wouldn’t act on it. Later, he fought to have some Taliban names removed from 
the UN blacklist—as it turned out, one of A-Rod’s first requests in Munich. This, 
too, was flatly rejected by the White House, the military, and the CIA. Even 
raising negotiations in conversations with the Afghans was verboten— 
Holbrooke’s lobbying to put Taliban talks on the president’s agenda during one 
of Karzai’s trips to the United States dead-ended. 

But Holbrooke kept pressing, sending SRAP members to explain the merits of 
reconciliation to Clinton and gradually wearing down her skepticism. The White 
House even began to come around. In early 2010, Lieutenant General Lute, the 
president’s Afghanistan adviser, began pushing a plan for reconciliation, led not 
by Holbrooke but by Algerian United Nations diplomat Lakhdar Brahimi. It was 
a deliberate slight aimed squarely at Holbrooke. Clinton hit the roof. “We don’t 
outsource our foreign policy,” she told our team. Holbrooke “would say often, 
‘You don’t make peace with your friends,’ and we had to be open with talking to 
and exploring the Taliban,” Clinton remembered. “But it was a constant uphill 
struggle.” 

The struggle wasn’t just a product of ideological division on negotiating with 
the enemy—it was also born of petty personal politics. What began as whispers 
of malcontent from Obama’s inner circle about Holbrooke’s antics eventually 
turned into a three-ring circus of humiliation. General Jim Jones, the national 
security advisor, along with Lute, were both used to the military calling the shots 



in theaters of war, and were working in a White House that had aggressively 
marshalled other national-security-sensitive policies under its own roof. Jones 
and Lute were furious that Holbrooke had maintained control of the Afghanistan 
and Pakistan operation. 

Every Monday afternoon, in a moodily lit, wood-paneled conference room on 
the State Department’s seventh floor, Holbrooke held an interagency meeting on 
the region—called, in a nod to the local term for consultations, “the shura.” The 
meeting was a Holbrooke invention, but in a concession to the ongoing tensions 
with the White House, it was nominally led by Lute as well. Each week, we’d 
watch the two men take their seats at the head of the table, backed by a world 
map and digital clocks displaying the time in major capitals and in the secretary 
of state’s current location. You could have refrigerated a steak in the chill 
between them. “I’m pleased to have General Lute here co-hosting with me,” 
Holbrooke told the group, kicking off one early meeting. Lute leapt in quickly. 
“I’m so pleased Ambassador Holbrooke could join. To co-host with me.” 

Jones and Lute compiled a dossier of Holbrooke’s supposed misdeeds. They 
kept him off the plane for the president’s first trip to Afghanistan—a trip he 
didn’t even learn about until Obama was en route. Rather than supporting 
Holbrooke during tense discussions with President Karzai in Afghanistan, White 
House officials sought to drive a wedge between the diplomat and the Afghan 
president as part of their lobbying to fire Holbrooke. During one of Karzai’s 
visits to the United States, they cut Holbrooke from the list of attendees at the 
Afghan president’s Oval Office meeting, and drafted talking points for President 
Obama specifically designed to undermine Holbrooke—noting that only those in 
the room had the president’s trust. Clinton intervened and insisted Holbrooke 
attend. 

On another occasion, in a moment of government slapstick that became the 
stuff of State Department legend, Jones sent a note to the US ambassador in 
Kabul, Retired Lieutenant General Karl Eikenberry, promising Holbrooke would 



soon be fired. Eikenberry had a similarly dim view of Holbrooke, and Jones 
knew he was a safe confidante for the message. Unfortunately, he accidentally 
sent the note as an official White House correspondence, automatically copying 
every agency involved in Afghanistan policy. Jones moved fast, calling 
Holbrooke in for a meeting at the White House in which he dressed the diplomat 
down and told him he should plan his exit strategy from government. Hillary 
Clinton once again interceded, compiling her own dossier on Holbrooke’s 
accomplishments and going directly to President Obama to stop the plot to fire 
him. “White House aides told me point blank to get rid of Richard,” she recalled. 
“They said, ‘You need to fire him,’ and I said, ‘I’m not going to do it. . . . If the 
White House wants to fire him they need to tell him themselves.’ ” Holbrooke 
wasn’t fired, which left him in a state of purgatory: inside, with everyone 
wanting him out. 

Lute “hated Holbrooke, actually hated him,” one of his staffers told me. 

When the firing campaign later leaked into the press, Lute sounded sheepish, 
saying, “I’m not driven by hatred of anyone or anything,” but admitting that “it 
was a very personal experience for me and I’m still to a large extent unpacking 
it. But I think the tensions became at some point a bit personalized.” 

Holbrooke’s pariah status was partly or largely of his own making, depending 
on whom you asked. He had earned the nickname “the Bulldozer” during the 
Clinton administration for a reason, and here again he took a high-handed 
manner, including with Lute. “He’d, you know, make his own appointment, he’d 
come in, he’d close the door, typically put his feet up on the desk,” Lute later 
recalled, bristling at the memory. “You know, he was confident edging on 
arrogance, he knew where he was going and no one should get in his way.” 
Always, there was a sense that Holbrooke was out of step with the era. “You 
know very candidly,” Lute went on, “I’ll tell you that he had more of a free rein 
in the Clinton administration and perhaps expected that same free rein under 
Obama.” 



Nothing illustrated that tension better than Holbrooke’s relationship with the 
press, which he had used to great effect to amplify his negotiating tactics in 
Bosnia. A frequent fixture in Jones’s and Lute’s case against Holbrooke was the 
allegation that he was the source of a series of leaks of cables early in the 
administration. This was untrue. Reporters on the Holbrooke beat, including the 
Washington Post’s Rajiv Chandrasekaran and the New York Times’s Mark 
Landler, later wrote that Holbrooke was not a leaker. But he did like talking to 
reporters he respected, and I heard his end of countless background 
conversations, in which he never leaked secrets, but provided garrulous 
commentary. Heartbreakingly, those background calls tended to be studiously 
politic about the administration; indeed, as his position in it became more 
tenuous, he appeared to overcorrect, sounding at times like the world’s most 
cheerful team player. 

But the conversations widened the yawning chasm between Holbrooke and 
the Obama team. For Holbrooke, the media was a stage, a space to theatrically 
curry favor with or squeeze the weak points of opponents. Those tactics were 
galling for the “no drama Obama” White House, which prided itself on keeping 
internal arguments out of the press and wanted the focus on the boss. (Or at least, 
on the chosen allies of the president—as the administration wore on, virtually all 
of Obama’s core staffers pursued showboating profiles.) A September 2009 story 
by George Packer in The New Yorker threw a hand grenade into the already tense 
relationship with the White House just as Holbrooke was getting started. Packer, 
an incisive journalist with a narrative flair, had turned what Holbrooke had 
hoped would be a celebration of his Afghanistan and Pakistan policy and his 
fight for Taliban negotiations into a sweeping biographical piece, replete with 
pictures of Holbrooke in Vietnam. As the scope of the story became apparent, 
Holbrooke tried to slam the brakes. He refused to sit for a photo shoot. (The New 
Yorker used an existing photo, a moody portrait by celebrity photographer 
Brigitte Lacombe.) His wife, Kati Marton, called New Yorker editor David 



Remnick and pleaded with him to rein in the piece. “Kati,” he said, “you 
shouldn’t be making this call.” 

When the magazine contacted the State Department to fact-check the story, 
alarm spread through the administration. “Importance: High,” read the email 
from P. J. Crowley to Clinton aides Jake Sullivan, Huma Abedin, Cheryl Mills, 
and Philippe Reines. “Obviously Richard strayed shall we say from discussion of 
our strategy. It ends up being a semi-profile on Richard. I’ll alert the WH.” 
Holbrooke had already warned Clinton. “I know more about this if you wish to 
discuss,” she responded to Mills. The episode confirmed what advisers inside the 
Obama White House believed about Holbrooke: that the rest of us were just 
characters in his story. 

“That New Yorker profile doomed him for this administration,” Marton said. 
“They didn’t want anybody in those early years to steal the president’s thunder.” 
She told her husband not to worry, that he was part of the team and Obama’s 
inner circle would surely see any positive press as a boon. “You don’t understand 
how they are,” he told her. She didn’t. 
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PROMISE ME YOU’LL END THE WAR 


e arrived at Fort McNair at 7 a.m. sharp. It was September 2010, and 
Holbrooke was set to co-chair a civilian-military review of Pakistan policy with 
Petraeus’s successor at CENTCOM—one General James “Mad Dog” Mattis, 
future secretary of defense. More than 225 participants were due, including 
Holbrooke’s British, German, and French counterparts, and the British 
ambassador to Pakistan. The guests filed into the National Defense University’s 
George C. Marshall Hall, a hulking brick and concrete structure built in the style 
of a megachurch, with taupe stonework and a yawning, multistory atrium. Like 
the rest of the NDU campus, it was set on a narrow peninsula extending south of 
Washington, DC, at the meeting of the Potomac and Anacostia rivers. Mattis 
seemed receptive to Holbrooke’s agenda, listening intently as I ran through my 
NGO-tracking technology, and suggesting that I brief his team at CENTCOM in 
Tampa. Holbrooke was distracted. His conflict with the White House had 
reached its very public nadir, with a steady drumbeat of leaks suggesting his 
days were numbered. But against all odds, he felt he had momentum. The month 


before, Marton had caught him with what she described as a “faraway look” and 
asked what he was thinking about. “I think I’ve got it,” he told her. “I think I can 
see how all the pieces can fit together.” Marton and Holbrooke shared a flair for 
crafting a narrative, in this case the notion that what was missing was an answer, 
a way to put together this puzzle, as opposed to a bunch of incredibly hard and 
complicated problems that would never cleave neatly, that required less a grand 
solution than grinding work. Nevertheless, in the following weeks, he began 
putting together a memo for Hillary Clinton forcefully articulating what had 
gone wrong with America’s relationships in Afghanistan and Pakistan, and how 
to set them right. It was, he told me, to be a document of record; the fullest 
statement of his views that had often been muzzled over the course of the 
administration. 

Sending documents through the government bureaucracy is a special kind of 
hell. Memos for the secretary of state go through “The Line,” a corps of 
gatekeepers who ensure documents are “cleared” by any offices with equities 
before reaching the boss’s desk. In this case that meant embassies and the White 
House—the bureaucratic rivals engineering Holbrooke’s removal. He wanted to 
get his message directly to Clinton, and he didn’t want a digital record of it. His 
original, trusted staff assistants had been replaced by new officers he feared were 
more loyal to the system than to him. In a sign of how profound his bureaucratic 
isolation had become, he asked if I would help him put together the memo and 
pass it to Hillary Clinton. Despite Holbrooke’s around-the-clock love affair with 
the BlackBerry, I never saw him use a word processor. He didn’t even have a 
computer on his office desk. So the day before our trip to Fort McNair, he had 
dictated a first draft to me. The next morning, he stepped out of his sessions with 
Mattis to scrawl notes and corrections in the margins. It was, he said, “eyes 
only,” a handling instruction intended to ensure only Clinton saw it—but, by dint 
of Holbrooke’s own effort to skirt the system, it was never formally classified. 
Still, I texted a friend at the time that I felt antsy walking around with it. 



“TO: HRC, FROM: RCH,” the memo began. “SUBJECT: AT THE 
CROSSROADS.” Over nine, single-spaced Times New Roman pages, 

Holbrooke made his case in stark terms. “I still believe that the importance to 
our national security of Afghanistan, Pakistan, and the region remains as high as 
ever,” he wrote. “But our current strategy will not succeed.” The Afghan 
government, populated with warlords we had used as Cold War-style proxy 
forces in the wake of 9/11, was buckling under the weight of corruption and 
exhibiting few signs of strategic alignment with the United States. “Whatever 
happens in counter-insurgency, our policies are in peril for a basic reason: the 
lack of a credible and reliable partner who shares our goals . . .,” he went on, 
listing a litany of instances of Karzai’s government engaging in double-dealing 
and corruption. “I know of no strategic partner in the history of American 
foreign relations who has behaved in such an extraordinary manner. Yet we have 
tolerated it, made allowances and excuses for it, and generally given him the 
sense that he can get away with almost anything.” 

Though accounts of the Afghanistan review process from Bob Woodward and 
others have broadly characterized Holbrooke’s perspectives on troop 
deployments, he was always meticulous about withholding his views publicly 
and in documents disseminated through normal channels in the administration. 
“During the debate last year,” he wrote, “I shared my recommendations only 
with you and Tom Donilon, who says he shared them with the president. They 
never became public.” The memo contains perhaps the only frank summary of 
those recommendations in his own words. “I recommended at that time a 
strategy that would have given McChrystal a somewhat lower troop level with a 
significantly different configuration—about 20-25,000, 'composed of only one 
combat brigade and its enablers (about 10,000 troops), and about 10,000-15,000 
trainers, advisors and their support.’ My view was that this would cause less 
American and civilian casualties, be less provocative to the Pakistanis (who had 
opposed the larger number), and perhaps buy more time from the American 



public. It would also have been about $15-20 billion cheaper per year.” He also 
took issue with Obama’s addition of a July 2011 deadline for beginning troop 
withdrawals, which “was introduced at the last moment, almost as an 
afterthought, and far too late for us to consider its full implications.” Among 
those implications was, he told me, a squandering of American leverage in any 
negotiations with the Taliban, which now knew it could wait the Americans out. 

Using the Pakistanis as a proxy for American counterterrorism objectives was 
also failing. He urged broader diplomacy, including yet another stab at bringing 
India to the table. Obama was scheduled to travel to India the following month, 
and Holbrooke made the case for a Pakistan stop. Integrating Pakistan in 
Presidential trips had always been a thorny matter, since it risked annoying the 
Indians—and potentially the Pakistanis, too, as they invariably received a briefer 
and less celebratory visit. But Holbrooke suggested now was the moment to take 
that leap. 

[T]his would be an obvious time for such a trip, since overflying the 
stricken area without a stop could provoke criticism. In these unique 
circumstances, I think the perennial issue of balancing relations and visits 
to the two countries, which President Clinton managed successfully in 
2000, can be finessed. 

In the end, the president visited only India, as planned. Holbrooke suggested 
that the failure to transition Pakistan from a transactional, military-to-military 
relationship to a broader partnership left the United States with little prospect of 
permanently addressing the terrorist safe havens in the border region. In the end, 
he could see only one way forward. Holbrooke bolded the following passage, 
drawing on lessons from Vietnam that the administration seemed to have little 
desire to hear about: 



In the end, however, the insurgents win in a guerilla war if they don’t 
lose. Moreover, there is one constant about counter-insurgency: it does 
not succeed against an enemy with a safe sanctuary. Yet we cannot 
convince Pakistan to make its strategic interests symmetrical with ours 
because of its obsession with India and the military domination of its 
strategic policies. For these reasons, we should explore whether there is a 
basis for a political settlement with the Taliban that falls within our red 
lines. Nothing is less appealing than the idea of dealing with the Taliban, 
but it would be irresponsible to continue to ignore this area. 

In addition to the upcoming effort with A-Rod, which he told Clinton he’d 
brief her on, he suggested the United States publicly announce support for low- 
level talks between the Karzai government and any forces who renounced al- 
Qaeda. He urged a continuation of the kind of thinking behind the Kerry-Lugar- 
Berman Act, with “a major new effort to help the people of Pakistan,” 
undertaken “with due attention to India.” And he threw his weight behind a 
slower drawdown of troops, with a three- to five-year timeline for transferring 
authority to Afghan forces (of whose capacity he painted a bleak picture) and a 
pledge to maintain at least some American military presence “as long as needed 
to go after those terrorist groups which directly threaten the United States.” 

In the memo, Holbrooke argued that the United States had missed critical 
openings for diplomacy, and pointed the finger squarely at the systematic 
military domination of the policy process. It topped his list of challenges: 

1. Military domination of the review process must be ended. Even though 
everyone paid lip service to the proposition that “counter-insurgency” 
required a mixed civilian-military strategy, last year the military 
dominated and defined the choices. And even though everyone agreed 
the war would not end in a purely military outcome, State was never able 



to make a detailed presentation to the full NSC on the civilian-political 
process or the need to look for a political solution to a war. Unlike the 
military, we never had a meeting alone with the President, with the 
important exception of your weekly private session on all issues with the 
President, which I attended once. In the coming debate, we should seek 
to redress this imbalance. 

The military, he said, had been “grading themselves,” crowding out room for 
a “frank assessment” of progress on the ground. It was a direct echo of his 
earliest memos from Vietnam. Contrary to the military’s assessment that they 
just needed more time, more troops, Holbrooke felt COIN was fundamentally 
untenable in Afghanistan, for many of the same reasons it had been untenable in 
Vietnam. “ ‘[Cjlassic COIN,’ a phrase used repeatedly by Petraeus and 
McChrystal in last year’s review, is just that—something out of the past which, 
where it succeeded, was primarily a colonial concept that involved a great deal 
of coercive force,” Holbrooke wrote. “And COIN cannot succeed when 
insurgents have a safe sanctuary.” In this case, withdrawing US and NATO 
troops on the timetable dictated by domestic political concerns would require a 
self-sufficient government in Afghanistan, with an autonomous security force. It 
was, Holbrooke said simply, “unrealistic.” 

The lack of space for civilian voices, including his own painful freeze-out, 
had led to an unwillingness to step outside of that military thinking. That, in 
turn, had led to a failure to pursue broad-based strategic relationships at the 
moment the United States had exercised maximum leverage. The result was a 
bleak prognosis. “The best we can achieve in an acceptable period of time is a 
murky outcome, in which local violence continues but at a much reduced level.” 
But he still felt he could secure Pakistani buy-in to a regional agreement, and he 
still felt a deal with the Taliban was realistic—even “one that still protects 
women from a return to the worst parts of ‘the black years.’ ” He was sober. The 



administration had lost important opportunities. But he wasn’t giving up. 


That fall had an ominous feeling. As animosity with the White House reached 
a fever pitch, every day seemed to herald Holbrooke’s departure. When 
Holbrooke called for an “all-hands-on-deck” staff meeting at the end of 
November, several staffers confided that they thought it was the end. And then 
there was Holbrooke himself, who looked increasingly drawn and tired. He 
stopped and stood still more often than usual. He fell silent on occasion, as if out 
of breath. In the memo to Clinton, he had outlined a relentless schedule of 
shuttle diplomacy, and the constant travel seemed to be taking its toll. At a 
previous all-hands-on-deck meeting, earlier in the year, Holbrooke had risen, his 
voice wavering with emotion, to announce that he would have to cancel a major 
trip to Afghanistan due to test results that had revealed a heart ailment in need of 
urgent treatment. Then, strangely, the trip was back on. Further tests had cleared 
him, he said. 

But many of us around him remained concerned. Frank Wisner, another 
veteran diplomat with whom Holbrooke had forged a friendship in Vietnam, 
later told a reporter how, over lunch that fall, Holbrooke had nicked his nose 
with a cherrystone clam (he was not a delicate eater) and begun to bleed 
profusely. “What the hell’s wrong with you?” Wisner asked. Holbrooke said he 
was taking large doses of the blood thinner Coumadin for ongoing heart 
problems. “Today was a difficult day, because I woke up in the morning feeling 
quite uncomfortable and realized I was back in atrial fibrillation,” Holbrooke 
said in one of his nightly recordings for his memoirs. He over-enunciated 
“uncomfortable” in his distinctive almost-an-accent drawl, hitting each syllable 
crisply. “Did not do the kind of work I should have done over the weekend, but 
that’s par for the course. One can just feel the growing tension and pressure in 
every direction. I certainly can feel it.” Wisner was one of several friends who 



began to counsel Holbrooke to quit. “There wasn’t a week that went by that I 
didn’t tell him to leave,” said Les Gelb. 

Holbrooke was in the professional fight of his life. He was watching another 
mission go awry, as it had in Vietnam, and now, as then, he felt he was the only 
one capable of giving an honest assessment of the harsh realities. But beneath 
the sweep of history was a small human struggle, of ego and age and fear. 
Departure would be an admission of just how far his star had fallen. Clinton had 
protected Holbrooke from being fired, but not from being sidelined. He too was 
an insurgent with a sanctuary. Perhaps he too could win by not losing. 

“He was always hoping that tomorrow there would be a miracle and Obama 
would like him,” Gelb went on, “and everything would be fine.” 


It was during this period that Holbrooke and I had our knock-down-drag-out 
session that left poor Donna Dejban in tears. Our communications had been 
perfunctory in the weeks since. This kind of chill was routine for those of us who 
worked for Richard Holbrooke year after year—I’d counseled his closest 
assistants through tearful low points in his equally volatile relationships with 
them. In the final days of November, as the first conversation with A-Rod came 
together, I ran into Holbrooke in the hallway near the cafeteria. “You’re not 
leaving us, are you?” he asked. I’d just been sworn into the New York bar, which 
I’d been studying for at night during my first year at State. “Don’t practice. 

That’s a whole lot of nothing.” He smiled at me, deep lines creasing around his 
blue eyes. “Anyway, you’re just getting warmed up.” On December 8, he called 
in a favor. His friend James Hoge, the longtime editor of Foreign Affairs, was 
being honored at an event that night. He planned to roast him. Could I find an 
article from “some time in the 1970s” making fun of him for being too 
handsome? His memory was, as usual, preternatural—after several hours of 
hassling staffers at the Library of Congress, I tracked down an Esquire profile of 



Hoge from September 1979 entitled “The Dangers of Being Too Good- 
Looking.” I passed a copy to Holbrooke just before he got on the shuttle to New 
York. “Terrific work, Ronan!” he emailed me. “I knew if anyone could do it, 
’twas you. Thanks, it is just what I needed.” It was the last email I got from him. 

On a cold morning two days later, Holbrooke and Husain Haqqani sat down 
for breakfast at the Four Seasons hotel in Georgetown. Both men were 
frustrated. Holbrooke was preparing to make one more push to meet with the 
president and make the same case for a political settlement that he had made to 
Clinton. Haqqani was, increasingly, taking heat from the 1ST His close 
relationship with the Americans had been a source of controversy in each of his 
incarnations over the years. After the visa freeze subsided and he began letting in 
more Americans, that controversy had reached new heights, with some 
whispering that he was letting in spies to undermine Pakistani interests. 

“I have all these problems with the ISI and you have all these problems with 
the NSC, how long are we going to do it?” Haqqani asked. 

“Husain,” Holbrooke replied. “We are going to do this for as long as we can 
make a difference.” 

Holbrooke’s very next meeting was at the White House, where he made a 
final impassioned push for an audience with the president to Obama’s close 
adviser David Axelrod. Clinton had delivered a memo to Obama on Taliban 
talks, and Holbrooke thought he could sell the president on his plan to use them 
as a way out of Afghanistan, given the chance. “Hillary has delivered the all- 
important memo to the president seeking negotiating routes out of this thing,” he 
said in one of his recordings. “Finally the president is focused on it. Maybe we’ll 
look back on it as one of the most important memos we wrote, but that remains 
to be seen.” Axelrod said he’d see about the meeting. Holbrooke looked flushed 
and seemed out of breath—Axelrod’s assistant offered him a glass of water. 

He ran long at the White House, and arrived late to his next meeting with 
Hillary Clinton, Jake Sullivan and Frank Ruggiero—their first major strategy 



session on Taliban talks after the secret meeting with A-Rod. She was waiting in 
her outer office, a spacious room paneled in white and gilt wood, with tasseled 
blue and pink curtains and an array of colorfully upholstered chairs and couches. 
In my time reporting to her later, I only ever saw Clinton take the couch, with 
guests of honor in the large chair kitty-corner to her. She’d left it open for him 
that day. “He came rushing in. . . . ” Clinton later said. “And, you know, he was 
saying ‘oh I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry.’ ” He sat down heavily and shrugged off 
his coat, rattling off a litany of his latest meetings, including his stop-in at the 
White House. “That was typical Richard. It was, like, ‘I’m doing a million things 
and I’m trying to keep all the balls in the air,’ ” she remembered. As he was 
talking, a “scarlet red” flush went up his face, according to Clinton. He pressed 
his hands over his eyes, his chest heaving. 

“Richard, what’s the matter?” Clinton asked. 

“Something horrible is happening,” he said. 

A few minutes later, Holbrooke was in an ambulance, strapped to a gurney, 
headed to nearby George Washington University Hospital, where Clinton had 
told her own internist to prepare the emergency room. In his typically brash 
style, he’d demanded that the ambulance take him to the more distant Sibley 
Memorial Hospital. Clinton overruled him. One of our deputies on the SRAP 
team, Dan Feldman, rode with him and held his hand. Feldman didn’t have his 
BlackBerry, so he scrawled notes on a State Department expense form for a 
dinner at Meiwah Restaurant as Holbrooke dictated messages and a doctor 
assessed him. The notes are a nonlinear stream of Holbrooke’s indomitable 
personality, slashed through with medical realities. “Call Eric in Axelrod’s 
office,” the first read. Nearby: “aortic dissection—type A . . . operation risk @ > 
50 percent”—that would be chance of death. A series of messages for people in 
his life, again interrupted by his deteriorating condition: “S”—Secretary Clinton 
—“why always together for medical crises?” (The year before, he’d been with 
Clinton when she fell to the concrete floor of the State Department garage, 



fracturing her elbow.) “Kids—how much love them + stepkids” . . . “best staff 
ever” . . . “don’t let him die here” . . . “vascular surgery” . . . “no flow, no feeling 
legs” . . . “clot” . . . and then, again: “don’t let him die here want to die at home 
w/ his fam.” The seriousness of the situation fully dawning on him, Holbrooke 
turned to job succession: “Tell Frank”—Ruggiero—“he’s acting.” And finally: “I 
love so many people ... I have a lot left to do . . . my career in public service is 
over.” 

Holbrooke cracked wise until they put him under for surgery. “Get me 
anything you need,” he demanded. “A pig’s heart. Dan’s heart.” 

When they told him about the risky nature of the procedure, he said, “I feel 
better. Now I know you’re not BS-ing me.” When one of his doctors, Jehan El- 
Bayoumi, made him promise to relax, he quipped, “You have to promise me that 
you’re going to end the war in Afghanistan.” Variations of the quote received so 
much coverage that P. J. Crowley, the State Department’s spokesperson, had to 
take to the podium in the press room and clarify that Holbrooke was joking. But 
the joke was only that he’d ever ask anybody else to do it. 


Three nights later, hundreds of guests packed the Ben Franklin Room as 
Hillary Clinton stood at the lecturn where, two years earlier, she’d announced 
Richard Holbrooke’s role. Foreign ambassadors to the United States were there, 
along with six members of Obama’s cabinet. “Ambassador Richard Holbrooke 
has been a giant of the diplomatic corps for almost fifty years,” she began. “And 
this week, his doctors are learning what diplomats and dictators around the 
world have long known: There’s nobody tougher than Richard Holbrooke. He’s a 
fierce negotiator. I’m sure there are some shoulders here tonight that are still a 
little bit sore from his arm-twisting.” She paid somber tribute to Holbrooke’s 
staff, and to the dignitaries in attendance. “Now, in a moment,” she said, her 
voice rising festively, “You will be treated to another holiday delight, a musical 



performance from the incomparable Marvin Hamlisch and J. Mark McVey!” She 
stepped aside, revealing a shiny black grand piano behind her. Hamlisch and 
McVey began to perform an upbeat rendition of “Deck the Halls.” The World 
Children’s Choir joined in. Bright, TV-style lights set up around the stage cast an 
antiseptic glare on the proceedings. Someone had decided that the most 
appropriate way to handle the annual State Department Christmas party for 
foreign ambassadors was to merge it with a Holbrooke tribute event. Standing 
there listening to the carols, I wasn’t sure. 

The president arrived to briefly bop his head to the carols then say a few 
words. After a laugh line about Clinton’s bipartisan appeal outshining his own (a 
common observation at the time), he moved on to “our friend and partner 
Richard Holbrooke. Richard Holbrooke has been serving this nation with 
distinction for nearly fifty years. ... He never stops, he never quits. Because he’s 
always believed that if we stay focused, if we act on our mutual interests, that 
progress is possible. Wars can end, peace can be forged.” He called out our 
dazed team, assembled in the crowd. “The SRAP team, where are they? Richard 
recruited them, he mentored them, and I want you to know that, in our meetings, 
he consistently gave you guys unbelievable credit. He was so proud, and is so 
proud, of the work that you do.” The foreign ambassadors applauded, 
murmuring appreciatively in several languages. We stared at the president. 
Holbrooke would have burst his aorta voluntarily if he’d known it would conjure 
up these fond recollections. 

“America is more secure and the world is a safer place because of the work of 
Ambassador Richard Holbrooke,” Obama went on. “He is a tough son of a gun 
so we are confident that as hard as this is he is going to be putting up a 
tremendous fight.” He moved on, looking a little relieved, to a joke about 
Clinton’s travel schedule. 

Three blocks away, Richard Holbrooke lay in an induced coma with his chest 
cut open. After twenty hours of surgery, he was, the doctors said vaguely, 



“hanging in there.” The day before the party, they’d performed an additional 
surgery to restore circulation to his lower extremities. They’d registered a faint 
pulse in his feet. The condition of his most celebrated attribute, his brain, was 
completely unknown. 

Because they’d kept his chest open, no one was allowed in the room with 
him, but the team had spent the past three days by the door anyway. We divided 
hospital duties into two-hour shifts, each taken on by a pair of staffers. The pair 
on duty would greet the eye-popping luminaries who began arriving to pay 
tribute. I’d shown in Joe Biden, and John and Teresa Heinz Kerry, and Judy 
Woodruff. I sat with future treasury secretary Jack Lew and Clinton’s chief of 
staff, Cheryl Mills, as they tried not to look horrified at doctors’ sketches of the 
torn aorta on a nearby table. People talked in vague terms about Holbrooke 
“feeling” the “positive energy.” But it felt like a wake. 

I had passed my tolerance for grim Christmas carols and returned to my desk 
on the first floor when Rina Amiri ran in and flung herself across the couch, 
sobbing. They were taking him off life support. I trudged through the night back 
to the hospital with Rosemarie Pauli, Holbrooke’s tough-as-nails chief of staff, 
with whom he’d worked since Bosnia. It was bitterly cold, and a high wind had 
picked up. “Afghans,” Rosemarie muttered, pulling her coat tight and leaning 
into the wind. “So dramatic.” (It’s true: Afghan grieving is unlike anything I’ve 
experienced elsewhere, with a customary forty-day mourning window.) Street 
signs rattled. We arrived at the hospital and stood in the lobby as they unplugged 
him. 

Hillary Clinton had been on her way from the State Department party to a 
dinner at the White House when she got the call. She redirected quickly and 
arrived in time to be with him at the end. Still wearing a double-breasted, silver- 
and-gold striped jacket with a flouncy Peter Pan collar that made her look like 
she was gift-wrapped, she stood under the hospital lights and pulled together the 
weeping team. I handed out tissues. “There’s our NGO guy, always helping,” she 



managed. “He was the closest thing to a father I had,” I said quietly, surprising 
myself. She hugged me. For a woman who’d just lost a friend of many years, 
Clinton was generous. “Well, I don’t know about you,” she told the group, “but 
I’m going to the nearest bar.” 


As snow started falling outside, we crowded into the nearby lobby bar of the 
Ritz-Carlton hotel. We were joined by a growing group of mourners. Maureen 
White, the wife of financier and Obama adviser Steven Rattner, opened a tab. 
Clinton held court. And everyone exchanged stories about the inimitable Richard 
Holbrooke. At the time of Holbrooke’s death, the US government was poised to 
release the first “Quadrennial Diplomacy and Development Review” (or 
QDDR), a long-term plan to reorganize the State Department and USAID to be 
more efficient and more in sync with broader changes in national security 
objectives. (For example, the first process elevated counterterrorism within the 
bureaucracy.) The aspirations of the project hearkened back to young 
Holbrooke’s essay in the first issue of Foreign Policy, calling for a 
reorganization of the State Department bureaucracy he described as “the 
machine that fails.” The reality of the initiative, on the other hand, was of the 
kind of unwieldy and inefficient bureaucracy Holbrooke had decried all those 
years ago, with years of infighting leading to mostly subtle organizational 
changes. “Oh, the QDDR,” Clinton said wistfully. “He hated that document. We 
should dedicate it to him.” And she did. 

“I really believed that if Richard had lived, we would have been able to 
present to the administration some kind of peace deal,” Clinton told me. “I really 
believe that. I’m not sure they would have accepted it, but with all the work he 
did, that Frank Ruggiero did, the meetings that were underway. ... I was very 
hopeful that, with the meeting we’d have at Lisbon, the NATO conference, we’d 
be able to build on the peace efforts that Richard was leading. And obviously 



that didn’t happen because of what, terribly, happened to him that December.” 
And perhaps that’s true. 

As we filed out into the night at around 2 a.m., a lone, drunk woman with 
lank, graying hair called at me from a nearby table. “I know who you are,” she 
slurred, leering at us. “I know who you all are.” 

“Have a good night,” I said, turning to leave. 

“Don’t take it too hard, sweetheart,” she called after me. I glanced over my 
shoulder. She was grinning wide, showing a row of blood-red, wine-stained 
teeth. “Everything ends.” 



14 


THE WHEELS COME OFF THE BUS 


The month after Richard Holbrooke died, a white Honda Civic pulled up to 
an intersection in Lahore, Pakistan and stopped at a red light. Known as the 
Mozang Chungi stop, the intersection marked the start of Ferozepur Road, a 
trade route that ran to the town of the same name in India. A short drive away, 
the crumbling arches of the ancient Walled City reflected Lahore’s history as a 
seat of power of the Mughal Empire. But the intersection embodied a more 
modern side of Lahore: crowded urban sprawl, fueled by a fast-expanding 
business sector. It was afternoon, and a pollution haze hung over the dense traffic 
of bikes, rickshaws, and beat-up cars from different eras. 

Inside the Honda was a barrel-chested, broad-shouldered American. His salt- 
and-pepper hair was thinning, and he had a day of stubble on his chin. He wore a 
plaid work shirt over a white tee. Raised in the fading coal town of Big Stone 
Gap, Virginia, he had wrestled at Powell Valley High, where friends remembered 
him as “solid muscle” and “an American Rambo.” He had served in the Army 
Special Forces. A career as a private security contractor followed. “Nobody here 


remembers the guy,” his commander at Fort Bragg, North Carolina, later told a 
reporter. “You could put him in a crowd of 50 people and he wouldn’t stand 
out,” echoed a former football coach at Powell Valley High. A few years later, 
even the high school was sold to a bank and torn down, another casualty of an 
American dream that had left coal towns like Big Stone Gap behind. At thirty- 
six, Raymond Davis never left much of a mark anywhere, until that afternoon in 
Lahore. 

As Davis stopped, a black motorbike carrying two young Pakistani men 
approached from the opposite direction and swerved in front of the Honda. The 
rear passenger was carrying a gun. Davis pulled out a 9mm semiautomatic Glock 
and took aim from his seat behind the wheel. He fired five times, blowing a 
cluster of holes through the windshield and sending spidery fractals across the 
safety glass. The bullets hit one of the two men, nineteen-year-old street criminal 
Mohammed Faheem, in the stomach and arms. He hit the ground, dead. The 
second man, Faizan Haider, ran. He made it about thirty feet before Davis got 
out of the car and shot him several times in the back, killing him, too. Davis used 
a radio in the car to call for help, then took pictures of the bodies with his cell 
phone. “He was very peaceful and confident,” one onlooker said. “I was 
wondering how he could be like that after killing two people.” 

Minutes later, a Toyota Land Cruiser barreled down the crowded street in the 
wrong direction, killing one pedestrian and scattering others. By the time the 
Land Cruiser reached the intersection, Davis was gone. The American driver 
waved a rifle at onlookers, ordering them to get out of the way, and made his 
way back to the US consulate. Davis, it turned out, had fled, making it about two 
miles before Pakistani police stopped him. 

Grainy video shows Davis being questioned at Lahore’s Kot Lakhpat jail. “I 
just—I need to tell the embassy where I’m at,” he told officers in a light 
Southern accent, handing over a walkie-talkie from his pocket. “You’re from 
America?” one of the officers asked. 



“Yes,” said Davis, stabbing a finger at an ID hanging from a lanyard around 


his neck. “USA.” He told them he worked at the consulate. 

“As a . . . ?” the officer asked. 

“Uh, I just work as a consultant there,” he replied. 

For a consultant, Raymond Davis had remarkably good aim. The debris left 
behind at the intersection—ammunition, knives and gloves, a blindfold— 
suggested something else. As did Davis’s phone, which was full of 
surreptitiously taken photos of Pakistani military sites. Raymond Davis was, 
very clearly, a spy—more specifically, it came to pass, a CIA contractor. The 
realization dawned on the Pakistani public almost as quickly as it did on the 1ST 
From virtually the moment Davis was spirited away from the crowded 
intersection to Kot Lakhpat jail, the nation was convulsed, from street protests to 
searing, around-the-clock media coverage. 

Two weeks later, President Obama, outraged, described Davis as “our 
diplomat” and called for his release under the “very simple principle” laid out in 
the Vienna Convention: “if our diplomats are in another country, then they are 
not subject to that country’s local prosecution.” Privately, Leon Panetta delivered 
a similar message to General Pasha and the 1ST When Pasha asked point-blank if 
Davis was a CIA agent, Panetta said: “No, he’s not one of ours.” Panetta didn’t 
comment on the specifics of that conversation, but said that, in general, “If we 
have to play both sides of the streets with these guys in order to make sure that, 
in the end, we are protecting our people, that’s what we’re going to do.” If the 
Pakistanis were going to lie to him, he, apparently, wasn’t above doing so back. 


The next day, Mohsin Kamal, the lobbyist Mark Siegel had hired as the Kerry- 
Lugar-Berman imbroglio began, was in DC’s Chinatown neighborhood at their 
lobbying firm, Locke Lord. Kamal had a standard associate’s office with 
anonymous furnishings and a depressing view of the Verizon Center. It was just 



after 11 a.m. when the phone rang. It was General Butt, whom I’d schmoozed for 
my visa the year before. The two men had met years earlier when Kamal served 
in the army, and had an easy rapport. “Hey, where are you?” Butt asked.Kamal 
already knew what it was about—the Raymond Davis scandal had been making 
headlines in both the American and Pakistani press for the past twenty-four 
hours. 

An hour later he was in Butt’s office on the fourth floor of the Pakistani 
embassy. An assistant poured tea. Kamal took his with milk and sugar. “You 
have to say very clearly to Congress that he does not have immunity,” Butt was 
saying. “He was a contractor and a CIA guy.” The incident had stung Pakistan 
deeply, tapping into existential insecurities about sovereignty. Maybe, Butt 
suggested, they could use the mess as an opportunity to push back against the 
CIA’s demands for more access. He told Kamal he was worried about Husain 
Haqqani, who in unclogging the flow of visas, had incurred more suspicion than 
ever. Had he been responsible for letting in Davis, and perhaps scores of other 
Raymond Davises? And would he try to help the Americans spirit out their spy? 

“What role will Husain play in this?” Butt asked. 

“A role none of us can guess,” replied Kamal. “He is a most unpredictable 
man.” 

Kamal and Mark Siegel fanned out across Washington disseminating 
Pakistani outrage and dispensing lurid details from the ISI’s investigation. Davis 
had been living in a safe house with other spies. The American agents had 
referred to it as “La Whore House,” Kamal and Siegel told shocked staffers on 
the Hill. The CIA was risking the entire relationship with an important ally, they 
argued. A deal would have to be cut with the Pakistanis. 

John Kerry was dispatched to Lahore to try to do just that. Before he left, 
Siegel gave one of Kerry’s aides, Jonah Blank, a full download of the Pakistani 
perspective. Kerry performed exactly as the Pakistani lobbyists had hoped. 
Massaging from him and the US ambassador to Pakistan, Cameron Munter, 



brought General Pasha around to a deal. Husain Haqqani, as Butt had predicted, 
helped the Americans devise the solution: the CIA would pay $2.3 million to the 
families of those killed in the Davis incident. Two senior Pakistani intelligence 
officers told me that there was another assurance made by the Americans; one 
that was never made public. The United States would severely curtail the CIA’s 
activities in Pakistan, for good. Mohsin Kamal said that’s how Butt described the 
deal to him. No American would confirm that there was an explicit commitment 
made. Whether it was part of a deal or a natural consequence of the strain the 
incident had put on the relationship, the agency quietly began pulling dozens of 
its undercover operatives out of Pakistan. 


“The wheels just came off the bus of the relationship at that point in time, 
coming after problems created by the WikiLeaks issues and unkind assessments 
of the Pakistanis in a book by Bob Woodward,” Petraeus told me. The Obama 
administration froze all high-level talks, including Holbrooke’s hard-fought 
Strategic Dialogue and trilateral working groups with Afghanistan. Clinton 
canceled a meeting with Foreign Minister Qureshi. 

In the months that followed, the dominoes kept crashing down. Just after 
11:00 p.m. one night in early May 2011, two Black Hawk helicopters, outfitted 
with brand new stealth technology to avoid radar detection, took off from 
Jalalabad, in Eastern Afghanistan. Two larger Chinooks followed in case the 
Black Hawks’ mission went awry. Collectively, the aircraft contained seventy- 
nine American commandos and a dog. (Name: Cairo. Breed: Belgian Malinois.) 
The rest is history: a team of Navy SEALs descended on the Pakistani town of 
Abbottabad, used C4 charges to blow through the gates of a walled residential 
compound, and shot Osama bin Laden in the head and chest. The Americans 
spirited away the body, and a backup sample of bone marrow, into the night. A 
single Black Hawk that had crashed during their initial descent was destroyed to 



keep its technology from the Pakistanis, leaving behind a smoldering helicopter 
tail and a lot of questions. 

If the Raymond Davis incident brought the US-Pakistan relationship to its 
knees, this slammed it, face first, to the curb. The most wanted man in the world 
had been discovered not in a lawless safe haven on Pakistan’s border, but in a 
suburban town full of the summer homes of Islamabad’s elites. Bin Laden’s 
compound was just a few hundred yards from the military academy in Kakul— 
essentially Pakistan’s West Point. Either the Pakistanis were incompetent, or 
they knew he was there. The raid had happened without Pakistan’s consent, and 
they weren’t notified beforehand, at least at a leadership level. “We are still 
talking with the Pakistanis and trying to understand what they did know and 
what they didn’t know,” Under Secretary of Defense Michele Flournoy said a 
few days later. It’s a debate that continues to this day. During the political 
maelstrom that ensued in Pakistan, General Pasha pled ignorance, standing 
before the country’s parliament and offering his resignation—which was, 
ultimately, not accepted. Petraeus, who took over the CIA a few months later, 
tended to buy Pasha’s claims. “It’s very possible some low-level guy knew, but I 
doubt even that,” he said. “People just don’t understand Pakistan or big walls or 
that people don’t know all their neighbors. It’s possible to hide somebody there.” 
But the ISI is a multifaceted organization, and how much its more obscure 
chapters, like the pro-al-Qaeda Directorate S, knew was anyone’s guess, 
according to several CIA analysts who worked the bin Laden case. 

The Pakistanis, as usual, offered muted resignation in private and saber- 
rattling in public. Minutes after the raid was declared a success, Panetta had 
watched Chairman of the Joint Chiefs Admiral Mike Mullen call Pakistani army 
chief General Kayani outside the Situation Room. “The one moment they were 
most honest with us,” Panetta told me, “was the night of the raid, because they 
knew damn well what had happened. . . . General [Kayani] basically said, ‘I 
understand what’s happened here and you’d better announce it to the world.’ 



That was probably the frankest moment of that relationship. After that, politics 
took over and they were doing everything they could to make it appear that it 
wasn’t their fault that he was living where he was living.” 

Publicly, Kayani loudly ordered the US military to scale back its presence in 
the country to the “minimum essential” and warned them against future raids. 
The White House gathered to debate how to get tougher with the Pakistanis. 
Pakistan remained important in the broader fight against extremism, but bin 
Laden had totemic significance. Without him, there was a shift in attitude, 
palpable even at State. We needed Pakistan, but how much? “People say, ‘Boy 
that bin Laden raid, that really queered your relationship with the ISI,’ ” General 
Hayden reflected. “It didn’t at all, it just pulled the veil back into how difficult 
the relationship was.” 

The month after the raid, the president sent Panetta and National Security 
Advisor Jim Jones to Islamabad to deliver a searing condemnation of Pakistan’s 
double game. Panetta knew that elements within the ISI had been tipping off al- 
Qaeda fighters before American operations—and now there was political will to 
confront it. “It was something. Steve Kappes, who was my deputy at the time, 
had gone through this before, and laid out the intelligence we had on some of the 
double-dealings that were going on, and they said they would act to correct it but 
never did. So the president thought it was important to go to the highest 
levels ... sit down and lay this out. Because I think he was very concerned about 
the United States being in a position where we were ignoring a lot of the 
behavior that they were engaged in, and he thought that if that ever got out—that 
we were simply ignoring it or accepting that kind of behavior—that it would 
undermine the position of the United States in that region.” 

“Was he angry about it?” I asked. 

“Yeah. I think you could say he was pissed,” Panetta said with another belly 
laugh. 

Obama wasn’t alone. Admiral Mullen had invested years in building rapport 



with Kayani, and often counseled conciliation from his position as chairman of 
the joint chiefs. Sitting before a room of congressional representatives a month 
after Panetta’s explosive session with Pasha, he issued the United States’ most 
naked public condemnation yet. The militant Haqqani network “acts as a 
veritable arm of Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence agency,” he said. “The 
support of terrorism is part of their national strategy.” 

The hits kept coming. In the cold, small hours of November 26, 2011, 
American air support called in by Afghans conducting an operation against the 
Taliban opened fire on Pakistani troops stationed on the border between the two 
countries. General John Allen, who succeeded Petraeus as commander in 
Afghanistan, was one of the first to be notified. “We ended up killing twenty- 
four of their kids overnight,” he recalled. “Now lots of fingers are being pointed, 
I don’t want to get into that, but the bottom line is my people defended 
themselves, and twenty-four Pakistani border troops got killed.” The 
recriminations were vicious and swift. Two days later, Pakistan shut down the 
all-important “Ground Lines of Communication,” or GLOCs—the NATO routes 
used to deliver 80 percent of the supplies for US forces in Afghanistan. “Imagine 
a 150,000-person theater, with another 100,000 civilians, having 80 percent of 
my supplies cut off in one day,” Allen remembered. He was left with just sixty 
days of supplies and a problem with no elegant solution. 

The incident was a stark reminder of the strategic realities that made Pakistan 
such an important proxy force to begin with. But it also illustrated the extent to 
which US attitudes were changing. With the relationship on ice, Allen simply 
worked around the Pakistanis. “I had to shift everything to air or coming out of 
central Asia from the North. ... It was a Berlin Airlift-scale resupply by 
air. ... No country other than the United States could do that. But we did it.” 

The maneuver cost the United States $100 million a month, but it worked. 
Ultimately, an apology from Hillary Clinton pacified the Pakistanis. The day she 
cleared the air with them, she emailed Under Secretary of State Wendy Sherman: 



“How do you spell ‘relief’? ‘GLOCS’ . . Never one to under-use a good line, 
she emailed Deputy Secretary Bill Burns twenty minutes later: “How do you 
spell ‘relief’? ‘GLOCS’ . . 

Allen said that nadir in US-Pakistan relations was a lost strategic opportunity 
that could never be regained. “We had no relationship with Pakistan after that for 
nine months . . . and in that period of time my numbers were coming down,” he 
said, referring to the dwindling count of American boots on the ground. “Our 
ability to have the Pakistanis on one side and us on the other side and have a real 
decisive effect on the safe havens was lost during those nine months. And 
looking back on how much we could have accomplished to get after the safe 
havens, it’s a sad state of affairs, frankly.” 

Congress, which had little appetite for assistance to Pakistan after the bin 
Laden raid, refused to reimburse the Pakistani military for its activities during 
the long months the ground lines stood closed. It put the biggest dent in 
Holbrooke’s ambitious five-year assistance plan yet. A year after he went to his 
grave, the relationship he had desperately fought to transform followed him. 
Clinton cheerfully reflected in her campaign season State Department memoir 
that “the negotiations and eventual agreement over the supply lines offer lessons 
for how the United States and Pakistan can work together in the future to pursue 
shared interests.” One could just as reasonably conclude that the lesson was 
about the perils of leaning on a military junta with no strategic alignment with 
the United States. 


In February 2011, I’d watched Clinton take to the stage at the Asia Society, an 
organization with which Richard Holbrooke had a long history, and formally 
announce US support for a political settlement in Afghanistan, including talks 
with the Taliban. Frank Ruggiero was dispatched for a series of further meetings 
with A-Rod, the secret Taliban contact. As a confidence-building measure, the 



United States pressed the UN to separate the Taliban from al-Qaeda on its 
terrorist blacklists—another Holbrooke proposal. But Karzai’s government in 
Kabul derailed the attempted talks. A Taliban political office in Qatar, one of A- 
Rod’s first requests, opened in 2013, then shut down a month later after it put up 
a flag for the “Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan”—presenting the Taliban as a 
government in exile rather than a political faction. Karzai once again hit the roof. 
Talks were iced for years. It wasn’t until 2016 and 2017 that they once again 
began to show fitful signs of life, with the Afghans in the lead and at least one 
US official shadowing meetings. The future remains uncertain. 

Several Obama administration officials sympathetic to Holbrooke said they 
felt that antipathy toward him and his campaign for diplomacy may have 
squandered the United States’ period of maximum potential in the region. When 
US troop deployments were high, both the Taliban and the Pakistanis had 
incentives to come to the table and respond to tough talk. Once we were leaving, 
there was little reason to cooperate. The lack of White House support for 
Holbrooke’s diplomatic overtures to Pakistan had, likewise, wasted openings to 
steel the relationship for the complete collapse that followed. Richard Olson, 
who took over as ambassador to Pakistan in 2012, called the year after 
Holbrooke’s death an “annus horribilis.” We lost the war, and this is when it 
happened. 
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THE MEMO 


Husain Haqqani was trying to make a habit of not checking his phone first 
thing in the morning, “otherwise things would go bad.” Waking up early in the 
residential suite of the Pakistani embassy on October 10, 2011, he got dressed in 
the dawn light, then moved into the study next to his bedroom, which he had 
lined with books. Haqqani had a lot of those; he was a professor, after all. He sat 
down in an oversized office chair and thumbed through the papers. As he made 
his way through the salmon pink broadsheet of the Financial Times, an op-ed 
column caught his eye: “Time to take on Pakistan’s jihadist spies,” read the 
headline. It was by an acquaintance of his named Mansoor Ijaz. 

“A week after U.S. Special Forces stormed the hideout of Osama bin Laden 
and killed him,” the column began, “a senior Pakistani diplomat telephoned me 
with an urgent request.” Ijaz claimed that the diplomat wanted to pass a message 
from Pakistan’s president, Zardari, to Admiral Mullen, the chairman of the joint 
chiefs—without the IS I finding out. “The embarrassment of bin Laden being 
found on Pakistani soil had humiliated Mr Zardari’s weak civilian government to 


such an extent that the president feared a military takeover was imminent,” Ijaz 
wrote. “He needed an American fist on his army chief’s desk to end any 
misguided notions of a coup—and fast.” Ijaz claimed that he drafted a memo 
according to the diplomat’s specifications, over the course of a series of phone 
calls. Its request: that the United States order Pakistan’s army chief, General 
Kayani, to “stand down the Pakistani military-intelligence establishment.” There 
was more: President Zardari was supposedly assembling a new national security 
team to take power and eliminate hardline elements within the 1ST Whatever its 
provenance, Ijaz did write a memo, and sent it to recently departed National 
Security Advisor Jim Jones, who passed it to Mullen. 

The Raymond Davis incident and the bin Laden raid had revived whispers 
about Haqqani’s loyalties. The previous year, he had been responsible for 
unstopping the flow of visas. Now, as stories of uninvited spies and Navy 
SEALs roiled Pakistan, fingers pointed at him. “One of the things that the ISI 
held against me was that the people on the ground who had helped on the raid 
had probably been given visas by me behind their back,” Haqqani told me. 
“That’s how they thought, because they are so conspiratorial.” The narrative 
favored by the conspiracy theorists—that Haqqani colluded with the Americans 
to let in a secret network of spies—continues to have life in Pakistan. In March 
2017, a copy of a letter from the prime minister’s office authorizing Haqqani to 
issue visas without notifying Islamabad surfaced in the press, giving credence to 
Haqqani’s claim that he wasn’t acting unilaterally. But that was swiftly followed 
by another leak, this time of a letter from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
allegedly warning Haqqani not to approve visas for CIA agents. In the eyes of 
some in the military establishment, Haqqani was a turncoat; the man who had 
opened up Pakistan’s borders to the interlopers. 

Haqqani realized how the Financial Times op-ed would look to anyone with 
that view. It was hard to think of another “senior Pakistani diplomat” who so 
closely fit the pro-civilian, pro-American ideology described in the memo. When 



he got to the bottom of the column, Haqqani picked up his BlackBerry for the 
first time that morning and called Mansoor Ijaz on his London-area-code cell 
phone. 

“What’s happening?” Haqqani asked. 

“You’re not the only Pakistani official I know,” Ijaz replied, as both men 
remembered the conversation. Haqqani said that Ijaz laughed as he said it. 

“This could provoke some sort of political crisis,” Haqqani said, less amused. 

“Nah, I don’t think that’s going to happen,” Ijaz said, according to Haqqani’s 
recollection. “The rest of the article’s more important.” 

Haqqani shook his head at the memory. “The man was completely out of his 
depth,” he told me. Ijaz said there was another beat in the conversation: Haqqani 
telling him, shortly before hanging up: “You have just killed me.” 


Mansoor Ijaz was on his yacht when, according to his telling, he got the call 
from Husain Haqqani and flew into action to draft the memo. Ijaz had the 
biography of a supporting character in an Agatha Christie novel. Perhaps he 
planned it that way. A Pakistani-American businessman who made his fortune as 
a hedge-fund manager, he flitted around the French Riviera. He emphasized his 
rags-to-riches story when talking to the press: he was born in Florida; raised on a 
farm in Floyd County, Virginia; covered his tuition at UVA through a weight¬ 
lifting scholarship. He gave plenty of attention to the riches part too. “God gave 
me so much in this world, but if all I left in the world was a jet on the runway, a 
yacht in the harbor, 10 homes around the world, and my wife’s 5,000 pairs of 
shoes, I will not have done my job,” he told the Washington Post during the 
scandal. Ijaz’s father told him, “God gave you a great brain but a shit personality. 
You have to get into politics to teach you humility.” When Ijaz hit pay dirt in 
finance, he began donating hundreds of thousands of dollars to the Democrats 
and built up as many contacts as possible. He wrote op-eds. He started projecting 



himself into international conflicts. In the 1990s, he approached the Clinton 
administration, saying he was negotiating with Sudan to secure the arrest of 
Osama bin Laden, who was sheltering there at the time. Clinton officials 
dismissed him as a “Walter Mitty” type, “living out a personal fantasy,” 
according to one report. Later, he surfaced as a Fox News commentator and 
made sensational claims that radical Iranian mullahs were smuggling chemical 
weapons into Iraq. He later admitted this was “erroneous.” A string of assertions, 
on air and in op-eds, was similarly colorful—and suspect. 

But none had precipitated an international incident like this latest claim. A 
few days after the Financial Times op-ed ran, the first items began appearing in 
the Pakistani press. Zardari had made a deal with the devil, critics crowed. The 
civilian government was in cahoots with the Americans. Haqqani got a call from 
President Zardari. “What happened? The army is taking this seriously.” Haqqani, 
not explicitly named in the initial op-ed, became a fixture in subsequent 
coverage after the politician Imran Khan named him as the culprit. The ISI 
launched an investigation, with General Pasha rendezvousing with Ijaz in 
London and downloading evidence from his BlackBerry. Logs of his calls and 
messages later presented in court showed a flurry of exchanges between the two 
men, though the calls were brief and the messages often came from Ijaz, not 
Haqqani. Haqqani said he was a victim of his own politeness, and that 
perfunctory “thank you very much for sending” messages were being used 
against him. Two months after the op-ed ran, Zardari called again and ordered 
Haqqani back to Pakistan, where the ISI, and the public, wanted blood. 

Haqqani fielded a flurry of warning calls from Americans: Holbrooke’s 
successor, Marc Grossman; one of Doug Lute’s staffers; Deputy CIA Director 
Mike Morell. “Don’t go,” Haqqani remembered Morell saying. “The boys at the 
ISI have it in for you.” Haqqani was already boarding a flight to Doha, en route 
to Islamabad. “I had struggled too long for civilian government to let it fall on 
the basis of a false allegation against me,” he said. “I wasn’t going to let the 



military topple the elected government.” He told his wife and kids that, if he 
didn’t return, it would be because he paid the ultimate price for his beliefs. On 
his flight, they were playing a film about Harry Houdini. Haqqani decided this 
would be his frame of reference for his final showdown with the ISI: “They can 
tie me up, they can do anything, I’ll be Houdini and get out of it. Screw that, I’m 
going.” 

On arrival, Haqqani’s passport was confiscated and he was whisked to the 
president’s palace, where Zardari had guaranteed his safety. He had packed three 
days of clothes. He ended up being there for more than two months. Kayani and 
Pasha, the all-powerful heads of Pakistan’s army and intelligence agency, 
questioned him. 

“What do you say to all of this?” said Kayani. 

“It’s all nonsense,” Haqqani replied. He had Admiral Mullen on speed dial, he 
pointed out. Why would he use a businessman in the Riviera as a go-between? 
Haqqani’s exchange with Kayani and Pasha was gleefully rendered by the media 
as a multihour interrogation. “What the fuck, I’m here,” Haqqani muttered to 
himself, watching the gruesome reports. But as the months wore on, he grew 
more worried. His case was handed not to the Parliament, which had pro-civilian 
voices, but to the Supreme Court, which was under the military’s thumb. The 
court issued a travel ban. At one point, Zardari suffered a stroke and was flown 
to Dubai. His protector gone, Haqqani was moved to the prime minister’s house, 
which is guarded by the army. In the middle of the night, he heard shuffling 
boots and thought, for a moment, that they might have finally decided to take 
him out. It turned out to be a routine changing of the guard. 

His anxiety peaked when, one Friday night in late January, the Supreme Court 
announced a sudden hearing for the following Monday. Hearings were never 
announced at night. There was a knock at the door. A businessman, whom 
Haqqani and others involved declined to name, gave him instructions: The 
Supreme Court would open briefly in the morning, despite it being a Saturday. 



Haqqani was to file an application to leave the country. Then he was to depart 
immediately, before the hearing. With Haqqani gone, the court proceeded ex 
parte, issuing a report based only on the testimony of Ijaz, who continued to 
point the finger at Haqqani. In an allegation later revived by Pakistani authorities 
in 2018, Haqqani was also accused of paying off Americans using a Pakistani 
slush fund and failing to report back home on the particulars. But, since Haqqani 
wasn’t present, there was no formal legal judgment. It was classic Pakistani 
political theater. The military and intelligence powers got the optics of acting 
against an American stooge, without any of the consequences. 

Mansoor Ijaz maintained that Haqqani had dictated the memo to him but 
otherwise declined to comment. “There are material inaccuracies in this 
recantation,” he said of Haqqani’s version of events, “too many, I’m afraid, to 
take a lot of time to fix them.” Haqqani had his suspicions that Ijaz may have 
cooked up the memo at the behest of the 1ST But he conceded it was more likely 
that a serial fantasist got in over his head—and the ISI and the military seized 
the opportunity to eliminate an enemy. 


Afew years later, I caught up with Haqqani in his small office at the Hudson 
Institute, the conservative think tank. A narrow window overlooked gray 
buildings on Pennsylvania Avenue. On the walls hung photographs of Haqqani 
shaking hands with George W. Bush and Barack Obama. In one picture, he was 
arm-in-arm with Richard Holbrooke. Haqqani sat at a table stacked with loose 
paper. It was 2017, and he was in a familiar position: under fire in the Pakistani 
press. In a Washington Post op-ed, he had defended Donald Trump’s contacts 
with the Russians, comparing them to his own entrees to the Obama 
administration. He suggested his outreach during Obama’s transition later helped 
the United States stage the bin Laden raid. It was true, indirectly. It ultimately 
fell to him to approve visas for Joint Special Operations commander Admiral 



McRaven and others involved in planning the operation. By the time the column 
reached Pakistan, it had been inflated into a long-awaited confirmation that 
Husain Haqqani built a network of CIA agents right under his bosses’ noses. 
“The veracity of concerns about his role in the entire issue also stands 
confirmed,” read a gleeful tweet from a Pakistan Army spokesperson. 

In a sense, Haqqani had chosen this life as a pariah. But he never stopped 
wishing his homeland would understand his belief in dialogue, and his 
skepticism of a bilateral relationship built on transactions between generals. He 
handed me one document after another chronicling in minute detail the 
“memogate” controversy, which still loomed large in his imagination. Wearing a 
loose gray suit and a cyan tie dusted with white tridents, he looked tired. “Look, 
it’s taken an adjustment,” he said heavily. “In the view of many people in 
Pakistan, I’m not a patriot.” 

“You’ve spent your whole life working for your government,” I said. “That 
must be painful.” 

“Yeah. For my country, for democracy in my country. So it hurts me.” 

He still wondered if he should go back, but he always had second thoughts. 
“What if someone really thinks I am a traitor and shoots me?” he pondered. 

Exile was bittersweet. Haqqani survived, but his life’s work—his fight to 
transform the relationship between the two countries, to build something more 
sustainable and less transactional—was done. In his final conversation with 
Richard Holbrooke at the Four Seasons, both men had pledged to keep going in 
their respective fights against entrenched military thinking until they couldn’t. A 
year after Holbrooke’s fight ended, so did Haqqani’s. 
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THE REAL THING 


That awful day in 2014, Robin Raphel stood on her porch and stared at the 
warrant, and the espionage statute listed on it. The two young FBI agents looked 
at her. One asked: “Do you know any foreigners?” Raphel goggled. “A 
thousand,” she said. “I’m a diplomat.” The agents asked her about Pakistanis. 
She named Husain Haqqani and his successor as ambassador to the United 
States, Jalil Abbas Jilani. The agents glanced at each other. 

“Do you have any classified material in the house?” the other agent pressed 
on. 

“No,” said Raphel, “of course not.” 

They handed her several State Department cables marked “CLASSIFIED” 
and dated back to her time as assistant secretary. They’d found them in a filing 
cabinet in Raphel’s basement. Raphel smacked a palm to her forehead 
remembering the moment later. Cleaning out her office years before, she had 
taken a number of items home and neglected to remove the cables. They 


“shouldn’t have been there,” she was quick to admit. “But it was just a case of 
me, when I left the office, not having the time to kind of look through 
everything.” She knew dozens of prominent officials with worse habits. We all 
did. 

As the agents’ questioning grew more intense, Raphel tried to convince them 
there’d been a misunderstanding. “I mean, I was just such an idiot, complete 
idiot. Because I thought, ‘Oh, I can just explain!’ ” It was nearly two hours 
before she realized she needed a lawyer. She called one she knew—a 
government contracts specialist she met while lobbying at Cassidy & Associates. 

A few hours later, she and her daughter Alexandra sat at DeCarlo’s, a nearby 
Italian restaurant with bread sticks on the tables and faded green carpeting that 
her kids had always called a “mafioso spot.” It was a frequent meeting place for 
CIA agents, according to neighborhood lore. They were joined by two lawyers: 
the one she’d called and a younger associate who’d raced over in an Uber to get 
there more quickly. Alexandra, a short, feisty redhead, was distraught. “How 
could you possibly have documents in the house,” she wailed. “What were you 
thinking?” Raphel tried to process what had happened. She ordered a glass of 
wine. “The truth is, I was in shock,” she later told me. “In medical terms.” 

The next day, Diplomatic Security arrived at the house to confiscate her 
BlackBerry and work ID. She was summoned by State Department Human 
Resources and informed that her security clearance was suspended and her 
contract, which was up for renewal, would be allowed to lapse. It was the first 
time she had walked into State without Department ID in years. When the guard 
at the C Street entrance saw the name on her driver’s license, Raphel recalled 
him trembling visibly. Days later, the story hit the front page of the New York 
Times: “FBI Is Investigating Retired U.S. diplomat.” A State Department 
spokesperson told reporters only that the Department was cooperating with law 
enforcement. “Ms. Raphel’s appointment expired,” the spokesperson added. 

“She is no longer a Department employee.” Robin Raphel was never allowed 



back into her office. FBI agents scoured her desk, then sealed the doors. 

A few weeks earlier, Raphel had arrived in Islamabad with a mission from 
Dan Feldman, from whom Holbrooke had jokingly requested a heart and who 
had recently assumed the special representative for Afghanistan and Pakistan 
job. Protesters were taking to the streets across Pakistan, railing against alleged 
vote rigging that, in 2013, propelled Nawaz Sharif back into power. Some 
commentators argued that a “soft coup” was under way, with Sharif quietly 
surrendering control to the military. Robin Raphel, with her peerless Rolodex in 
Islamabad, was there to ferret out information on whether the government would 
actually fall. She set to work, attending dinner parties and making notes about 
gossip she heard, which she reported back to Feldman and the ambassador in 
Islamabad, Richard Olson. “What she was doing,” Olson told me, “was 
diplomacy.” In the three years since the “annus horribilis” of 2011, the 
relationship between the countries had remained icy. Colleagues at State viewed 
Raphel as a vanishing asset: someone the Pakistanis still talked to. 

She had no way of knowing that her every move during that trip to Islamabad 
was being watched by the FBI. Raphel’s brand of old-school diplomacy was 
struggling to find purchase alongside not only the military domination of foreign 
policy but also the surveillance state that had evolved since 9/11. Face-to-face 
conversations had been steadily eclipsed by “signals intelligence” or intercepted 
communications. In early 2013, NSA analysts listening in on Pakistani 
politicians’ phone calls began to focus on an American in the conversations: 
Robin Raphel. She seemed to be discussing sensitive matters—drone strikes, 
coups. They sent an “811 referral”—indicating suspected chatter about classified 
material—to the FBI. The two agents Raphel later met on her porch were 
selected to lead the investigation for their focus on “65 work”—spy cases. They 
began to look at Raphel’s contacts, her personnel files at the State Department, 
her personal life. After a few months, they obtained a Foreign Intelligence 
Surveillance Court warrant to monitor her Skypes and calls with Pakistani 



officials. 

It had been a year since Edward Snowden’s whistleblowing, and the bureau 
was looking for moles and leakers. With Raphel, they hoped they’d hit pay dirt. 
Her background seemed to have all the hallmarks: decades spent largely abroad, 
her status as a registered lobbyist, her brazen sympathies with dubious Pakistan, 
of all places. (“Oh totally,” she told me when I asked if she felt that sentiment 
prejudiced the investigation. “Everybody hated Pakistan, so of course.”) The 
Pakistanis she spoke with sometimes went on to refer to her as a “source” and 
tout how informative she had been. And digging revealed further flags: she’d 
been cited for a handful of minor infractions related to the handling of classified 
material; leaving documents out or computers unlocked. And then there were the 
documents in the filing cabinet in her basement—which could carry a criminal 
charge, separate from the more serious espionage charges. 

But the FBI investigation also flowed from multiple layers of 
misunderstanding. The intelligence and law-enforcement agencies searching for 
moles had little knowledge of the peculiar rituals of diplomacy in Pakistan. 
Anyone who had ever spent five minutes at a dinner party in Islamabad knew 
that the nominally “classified” topics Raphel had been discussing, like drone 
strikes, were an unavoidable matter of public debate. Bragging about Americans 
being sources of information was, similarly, a typically Pakistani expression of 
bravado. 

Raphel was also up against a more general kind of confusion. The old- 
fashioned schmoozing and relationship-building she had built her career around 
was out of vogue and foreign for a generation raised in the surveillance age. 
Holbrooke’s SRAP team, which she had joined—with its interagency staff, all 
aimed at broadening rather than narrowing the conversations in the region—was 
particularly out of step with the times. “People didn’t understand the SRAP 
office, which I’m sure doesn’t surprise you,” Raphel recalled. “They didn’t 
understand the bureaucratic structure. Who were all these people? Who did they 



report to, what were they doing there? What was their scope of work?” The 
value of all this talk wasn’t self-evident. How could it be? In places like 
Pakistan, conversation had long been an afterthought to the business of generals 
and spies. 


One evening about a week before Donald Trump’s inauguration in 2017, Robin 
Raphel came in from the Washington, DC, winter and took off her coat. We were 
at Garden Cafe, a quiet bistro around the corner from the State Department with 
peach walls decorated with bland paintings of flowers. Jazz played faintly. As 
always, her personal style reflected her years in Pakistan. She wore a taupe 
pashmina with silver embroidery thrown over one shoulder of a gray jacket, and 
her blond hair was swept into a French twist. She ordered a sauvignon blanc. “I 
look back on it now and I see the humor in it,” she said, with a tone that 
suggested she didn’t see the humor in it at all, “but it was . . . you know, anyway 
you slice it, it is profoundly wrong to do that to somebody.” She seemed 
unchanged: lips tightly pursed; chin held high; the same haughty delivery. But in 
fact, just about everything had changed for Robin Raphel. 

As the FBI dug deeper, their case lost steam. Circling Raphel over the course 
of months, investigators had avoided talking to her coworkers at the State 
Department, not wanting to tip her off and lose a chance to catch her in the act. 
Once they began speaking with officials familiar with her work, they started to 
understand that Raphel’s incriminating behavior was in fact simply old-school, 
relationship-driven diplomacy. In early 2015, the US Attorney’s office 
overseeing the case told Raphel’s lawyer that it was dropping the espionage 
charges. Prosecutors still seemed to want to extract something to save face, like a 
plea in the lesser charge related to the classified material. Raphel wouldn’t budge 
—she knew those infractions were common and not grounds for significant 
criminal proceedings. In March 2016, prosecutors finally dropped the case 



entirely. It had been seventeen months since the raid on her house. She had spent 
more than $100,000 in legal fees. Friends banded together to help cover them, 
but she was still decimated financially and out of a job. 

“I haven’t worked in two years,” she told me, “and I have significant 
responsibility still for my children, and legal bills, and stuff like that.” She 
laughed coldly. “It’s just beyond imagination that you spend forty years working 
hard, and this is what happens.” She was looking for work, but the cloud of 
suspicion made it difficult. “Nobody is going to hire you when the FBI has 
accused you of being a spy on the front page of the New York Times, above the 
fold.” The investigation’s announcement was a circus. Its resolution barely 
registered a blip. Later she took odd consulting jobs, part time—anything she 
could find to make ends meet. 

Life on the outside was hard to adjust to. Raphel’s work had, for as long as 
she could remember, been her life. “I’m a working woman,” she said. “I’m not a 
homemaker. I mean I can cook and do various things, but I’ve never been a 
homebody.” She struggled to hold on to some semblance of her old world. Every 
day, she woke up early, sat at her dining room table in front of an aging laptop, 
and put out feelers for work. She advised nongovernmental groups on the subject 
of reconciliation in Afghanistan, a project the United States government had 
once again left for dead. She read copiously, especially about politics and 
Pakistan. She went to every think-tank and foreign policy event she could, 
especially anything about South Asia. In early 2016,1 interviewed Pakistani 
filmmaker Sharmeen Obaid-Chinoy about her documentary on honor killings in 
front of a small audience at the United States Institute of Peace. There was 
Robin Raphel in the front row, taking notes. A few attendees glanced at her 
curiously and exchanged whispers. 

Her family had to adjust. Alexandra continued to feel “mortified ... it was a 
real body blow to her,” Raphel said. She was engaged to be married and 
explaining the scandal to her in-laws became a family crisis. “She was afraid 



people wouldn’t come [to the wedding], that everyone would be thinking about 
this embarrassing thing. ...” she recalled. Raphel took the bus to New York and 
met with the bridegroom’s parents, a successful investment banker and his 
polished, yoga-going wife. “I’m not a spy,” she told them. “Oh,” they replied. 


That night at the Garden Cafe, Raphel raked her red-lacquered nails across 
the white tablecloth with a “sunk” sound. “If anybody put these guys onto this,” 
she said, “it would have been an American.” 

“An American who felt you were too close,” I said. 

“Yep. And you know,” she said under her breath, leaning in conspiratorially, 
“The intelligence community is chock full of Indian Americans who have a huge 
chip on their shoulder about Pakistan. They’re there for their language skills. 

You see these people coming in from INR”—The State Department intelligence 
bureau—“to brief and they’re clueless. They have an attitude. They don’t know 
anything!” She leaned back and picked up her sauvignon blanc with a slosh. I 
spoke with more than a dozen of Raphel’s colleagues about the investigation. 
None thought she was a spy. Several questioned her coziness with a treacherous 
regime. The term “clientitis” sometimes came up. Robin Raphel was a loyal, 
even patriotic American public servant. But she had internalized Pakistani 
attitudes—right down to the tendency to blame India, even Americans of Indian 
descent. 

Raphel’s approach was imperfect. Unlike Richard Holbrooke, who used 
diplomacy to transform the strategic orientation of the relationships he tackled, 
she followed the rules. She used diplomacy to maintain the status quo, and for 
decades, the status quo in Pakistan had been holding things together just enough 
for military and intelligence cooperation to continue. Sometimes, that could look 
like appeasement. Empowered diplomacy, used as a frontline tool as Richard 
Holbrooke had urged, might have looked very different. 



But Raphel was a believer in an old-fashioned diplomatic maxim: you never 
stop talking. Dating back to her advocacy for the Taliban, she had been an 
extreme embodiment of that ethos. Now, in an era where diplomacy of any kind 
was being sidelined in America’s most sensitive relationships, that behavior was 
more than unusual—it even looked criminal. “She was trying to work on the US 
national interest, doing things we all thought were important,” one senior official 
told me, on condition of anonymity since the investigation was still a sore point 
with law enforcement. “And by doing that she looked to someone like a spy. The 
danger of the whole thing was criminalizing diplomacy.” 

When the Wall Street Journal profiled the Raphel case, it headlined the 
resulting article, “The Last Diplomat.” As Raphel rose from our table, she shook 
her head at the characterization. “Ronan, can we please get this straight? I have 
had foreign policy people come up and say, ‘You were doing the old-fashioned 
thing and now there’s a new thing.’ ” She fixed her blue eyes on me. “I wasn’t 
doing the wrong thing. I wasn’t doing the out of date thing. I was doing the real 
thing.” Robin Raphel pulled on her coat and stepped back out into the cold. 



PART II 


SHOOT FIRST, 
ASK QUESTIONS 
NEVER 


SYRIA, 2016 
AFGHANISTAN, 2002 
THE HORN OF AFRICA, 2006 
EGYPT, 2013 

COLOMBIA, 2006 


Do not be deceived: Bad company mins good morals. 


—1 CORINTHIANS 15:33 
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GENERAL RULE 


Seven years after Richard Holbrooke died, I walked by the front door of what 
had once been the office of the special representative for Afghanistan and 
Pakistan. The hospital-white paint job on the wall was the same, and the wooden 
door with the honey-colored stain. The sign was new: “Special Presidential 
Envoy for the Global Coalition to Counter ISIL,” it read. The SRAP team, and 
Holbrooke’s dream of negotiating with the Taliban, had been quietly shuttered 
over the course of Donald Trump’s first year in office, and its last employees let 
go. In the first days of 2018, Trump’s first secretary of state, Rex Tillerson, told 
me he hadn’t yet made a final decision on the office’s future, but it was obvious 
that he didn’t think much of it. “Whether we need an SRAP or not, we’re 
considering that,” he said. Tillerson argued that the conventional roles 
responsible for Afghanistan and Pakistan—the ambassadors to those countries, 
and the assistant secretary for South and Central Asia— were “much better than 
an SRAP. Much better.” But by early 2018, the South and Central Asia Bureau 
still didn’t have a permanent assistant secretary. If someone was actively 


championing diplomatic solutions for the region, it wasn’t apparent. 

The fears of militarization Holbrooke had expressed in his final, desperate 
memos, had come to pass on a scale he could have never anticipated. President 
Trump had concentrated ever more power in the Pentagon, granting it nearly 
unilateral authority in areas of policy once orchestrated across multiple agencies, 
including the State Department. In Iraq and Syria, the White House quietly 
delegated more decisions on troop deployments to the military. In Yemen and 
Somalia, field commanders were given authority to launch raids without White 
House approval. In Afghanistan, Trump granted the secretary of defense, 

General James Mattis, sweeping authority to set troop levels. In public 
statements, the White House downplayed the move, saying the Pentagon still 
had to adhere to the broad strokes of policies set by the White House. But in 
practice, the fate of thousands of troops in a diplomatic tinderbox of a conflict 
had, for the first time in recent history, been placed solely in military hands. 
Diplomats were no longer losing the argument on Afghanistan: they weren’t in 
it. In early 2018, the military began publicly rolling out a new surge: in the 
following months, up to a thousand new troops would join the fourteen thousand 
already in place. 

Back home, the White House itself was crowded with military voices. A few 
months into the Trump administration, at least ten of twenty-five senior 
leadership positions on the president’s National Security Council were held by 
current or retired military officials. As the churn of firings and hirings continued, 
that number grew to include the White House chief of staff, a position given to 
former general John Kelly. At the same time, the White House ended the practice 
of “detailing” State Department officers to the National Security Council. There 
would now be fewer diplomatic voices in the policy process, by design. 

America’s relationships around the world, too, took on a distinctly military 
flavor. In early 2018, the Trump administration leaked its plans for a “Buy 
American” strategy that would give State Department diplomats around the 



world a new mandate: drumming up arms sales for defense contractors. 
American arms sales had already been climbing over the preceding five years. 
But a spate of new deals under the Trump administration suggested a widening 
gulf between such sales and any diplomacy that might provide context and 
direction for them. During a diplomatic crisis between Qatar and other Gulf 
States in 2017, as Trump excoriated the Qatari government for its ties to 
terrorists, the Pentagon announced it was selling $12 billion in F-15 fighters to 
the nation. Secretary of Defense Mattis met with his counterpart, the Qatari 
defense minister, to seal the deal. State Department officials were barely 
involved, according to several Pentagon staffers. 

Military exigencies trumped concerns that had been obstacles to such deals in 
prior administrations. In the midst of a human rights crackdown in Bahrain— 
including murder and torture by government forces—the State Department 
announced that it would resume the sale of F-16 fighter jets to that country’s 
monarchy without any attendant human rights conditions. At the State 
Department in late May 2017, a reporter asked Acting Assistant Secretary of 
State Stuart E. Jones—a career Foreign Service officer in a post to which no 
permanent appointee had been nominated—how the administration reconciled a 
record-setting $110-billion arms deal with Saudi Arabia with that regime’s 
abysmal human rights record. Jones sighed heavily. “Um. Um . . .” he muttered, 
glancing around, knitting and re-knitting his fingers. Then he froze for twenty 
seconds, his face slackened into a thousand-yard stare. He offered a few halting 
sentences about fighting extremism and another interminable pause before 
hurrying offstage, head down, like he’d realized he was naked in a dream. 


Again and again, President Trump called authoritarian strongmen to sing their 
praises. Abdel Fattah el-Sisi of Egypt, as he presided over one of the worst 
human rights crackdowns in the country’s history, was “fantastic” and “we are 



very much behind [him].” The Philippines’ Rodrigo Duterte, who admitted to 
murdering opponents and cheerfully encouraged his troops to rape women, was 
doing an “unbelievable” and “great” job. Trump personally invited both to the 
White House, breaking with the previous administration. Of all of the living 
former secretaries of state, only one, James Baker, wholeheartedly endorsed the 
closer rapport. “Egypt, the Philippines and Turkey are all historic partners of the 
United States and it is important that we deal with those leaders,” Baker said. 

“An observation often attributed to President Franklin D. Roosevelt puts this 
phenomenon in the proper perspective. ‘He may be an SOB,’ President 
Roosevelt said of a Latin American dictator, ‘but he’s our SOB.’ ” John Kerry 
evinced a more typical perspective: “I don’t understand,” he said, “what this 
president aims to achieve by going so far as to hold up as positives or describe as 
‘strong’ things which violate international norms and certainly are unprecedented 
coming out of the mouth of an American president of any party.” The diplomats 
once charged with managing these delicate relationships were as surprised as 
anyone: repeatedly, they weren’t informed. 

“If anyone’s seen the increasing militarization of foreign policy, it’s definitely 
me,” said Chris LaVine, a career official who had been one of Holbrooke’s 
special assistants on the SRAP team and was working on Syria policy at State 
when news of the cuts and firings hit. Stationed in a series of assignments 
focused on the Islamic State, he witnessed two dynamics that helped to plunge 
America’s Syria policy into chaos. The first was inside the State Department. 

The new sign on what was once Holbrooke’s door was not incidental. Counter- 
ISIL activities had become a whirlpool, pulling in more and more of the 
Department’s resources and activities. Brett McGurk, the special envoy on 
combatting ISIL, had become one of the most powerful officials in the building. 
The second change had come from outside. The Department had yielded more 
and more of its power to the military. “We ceded a lot of policy ground to the 
folks doing counter-ISIL, in the Pentagon, in Tampa, and in the building at 



State,” he said, referring to the Pentagon’s Central Command headquarters in 
Florida, CENTCOM. “Hard underlying parts of the diplomacy were absolutely 
ceded, and progress on other policy issues such as human rights concerns, 
economics, and the bilateral relationship [with Turkey] were largely sacrificed.” 

With no centralized dialogue led by diplomats, and the White House— 
beginning with Obama and continuing under Trump—vacillating between 
different half measures, the CIA and the Pentagon essentially built the United 
States’ Syria policy. This proved problematic as the two agencies set about 
creating separate and sometimes conflicting relationships with forces on the 
ground. The CIA covertly armed and trained the loose coalition of so-called 
“moderate” rebels in the Free Syrian Army (FSA). The Pentagon set up and 
began arming a coalition called the Syrian Democratic Forces, dominated by the 
Kurdish YPG (Yekmeyen Parastina Gel or “People’s Protection Units”). 

Both relationships proved problematic. FSA arms ended up in the hands of 
terrorist groups like Jabhat al-Nusra. And the YPG was inextricably entwined 
with the Kurdistan Worker’s Party or PKK (Partly a Karkeren Kurdistane )—a 
revolutionary group labeled a terrorist organization by the United States. “They 
play shell games with their organizations’ names,” said LaVine. “These guys are 
one and the same as PKK.” The Pentagon’s unbridled relationship with the YPG 
also presented a further wrinkle: the Kurds are the mortal enemy of the Turks. 
“Due to our singular focus on eliminating the immediate threat of ISIL, we’ve 
exacerbated a thirty-five-year conflict between Turkish security forces and the 
PKK, which is likely to rage for much longer,” he continued. 

From the barrel-bombed husk that was once the city of Aleppo, an FSA 
commander named Abdullah Al-Mousa was more blunt: “American policy with 
the SDF will make a civil war in the future between Arabs and Kurds ... the US 
do a very big mistake.” That very big mistake was already apparent on the 
ground: at several times, the Kurds, Turks, and Syrian rebels were all locked in 
battle, all undergirded by the United States’ arms and air support. One hot, 



summery Saturday in August 2016, rockets hit two Turkish tanks in northern 
Syria, killing one of Turkey’s soldiers and unraveling a delicate web of alliances 
for the United States. Turkey quickly blamed the YPG, and struck back hard, 
killing twenty-five Kurdish YPG fighters the next day, according to Turkish 
state-run media—in addition to twenty civilians. The FSA announced the capture 
of ten Kurdish villages the same day. Videos circulated online showed US- 
backed FSA fighters brutally beating US-backed YPG soldiers. 

A month later, Abdullah Al-Mousa, the FSA commander, sheltered in an 
encampment outside of Aleppo, the shelling audible even through his closed 
windows, even late at night. “It’s really a chaos,” he said. “When the United 
States is supporting those groups like the Kurd groups, which don’t fight [Syrian 
President Bashar] al-Assad, and just want to make their country, it’s really a very 
big mistake.” Unsurprisingly, he viewed his own FSA forces as a more suitable 
partner—though he conceded fighting the Syrian regime was his first concern, 
before combatting ISIL at the behest of the United States. 

Free Syrian Army lawyer Osama Abu Zaid said the United States’ presence in 
the Syrian conflict inspired confusion, with the CIA backing the FSA and the 
Pentagon backing the SDF and its Kurdish subsidiaries. “There is no direct 
communication between Pentagon and Free Syrian Army,” he said. The 
divisions between US agencies led to strange situations within joint command 
and training centers, with Pentagon officials refusing to talk to confused FSA 
commanders being armed by the CIA. Abu Zaid said sometimes the Americans 
seemed to relish the tension. “Sometimes the CIA people here, they were happy, 
because the Pentagon program is false.” This was what tactics without strategy 
looked like: deadly farce. 

During the first half of 2017, the Trump administration chose its side, first 
reauthorizing Pentagon support for the Kurds over the objections of the Turks, 
then shutting down the CIA’s covert support for rebel elements. The Pentagon 
seizing control effectively shut the State Department out of what should have 



been an important mandate: maintaining relations with Turkey, a necessary but 
difficult regional ally. Military proxy wars replacing diplomacy in the region had 
been “completely corrosive” from a strategic standpoint, said LaVine. “I worked 
on managing the Turkey relationship, and the US arming the YPG so overtly has 
competed with and eroded our bilateral relationship. Turkey perceives the YPG 
as we would if they were based in Texas and arming the Sinaloa cartel.” It 
undercut civilian efforts to talk to the Turks on a range of issues. “We had to 
restrain ourselves on issues of mutual concern we should have been able to 
address: human rights in Turkey, the clamping down on civil society and mass 
purges related to the July 2016 coup attempt, and making progress on bilateral 
issues with a NATO ally,” LaVine added. “Instead, cooperating with the Syrian 
Kurds dominated the conversation and limited our ability to conduct diplomacy.” 

Hillary Clinton bridled at the suggestion that she had ever been absent from 
policymaking on Syria. She had backed her military and intelligence 
counterparts’ case for more muscular intervention. “I thought we needed to do 
more to support the legitimate opposition to Bashar al-Assad,” she explained. “I 
got the CIA and the Defense Department on board with that.” But at a working 
level, multiple officials said the State Department had surrendered so much 
power that there was little counterbalance from civilian voices—at least those 
who didn’t fall into lockstep with the requests of the Pentagon or Langley. “You 
have mostly mil-mil contacts,” at this point, said LaVine. “This is the Pentagon 
talking to their counterparts. State felt like the fourth or fifth most important 
agency in foreign policy.” And back on Mahogany Row, there was no alternative 
perspective left. The most powerful voices in the building were “aligned with the 
commanders prosecuting the Counter-ISIL campaign at the expense of the 
longer-term US foreign policy objectives in the region. For State, it’s become 
impossible to have an honest policy disagreement with the uniform, or you risk 
being sidelined from the discussion at all.” 

LaVine, “a kid from Brooklyn, who witnessed September 11 and wanted to 



serve,” had initially intended to leave State in 2010, after his Afghanistan and 
Pakistan assignment ended. He’d remained there after promising Holbrooke, not 
long before his death, that he’d stay to fight another day. LaVine left amid the 
budget cuts and firings in mid-2017, after more than ten years at the Department. 
“It was clear,” he said, “that we were creating more problems through systemic 
indecision and inaction, rather than solving them.” 


Leaning on foreign forces and strongmen, a mainstay of the Cold War, was in 
the midst of a renaissance. It had been for nearly two decades, since the very 
first days after September 11, 2001. Some of these relationships were born under 
George W. Bush’s leadership, in a moment of urgency immediately after the 
attacks. But many were continued and expanded upon over the course of the 
Obama administration. Ironically, it was Obama’s noninterventionist, “don’t do 
stupid shit” approach to foreign policy that prompted a double down on these 
tactics. His was an administration intent on a legacy of low-footprint 
intervention, and, along with drones, alliances with foreign militaries and 
militias were at the heart of that legacy. In 2014, he stood at the United States 
Military Academy in West Point, New York, and described to more than a 
thousand graduating cadets, clad in traditional gray, his vision for a new era of 
American engagement in the world. At the center of that vision was proxy war: 
over and over again, he used the word “partner,” referring to foreign militaries or 
militias doing the bidding of the United States. Why send American sons and 
daughters to do work that Yemenis and Pakistanis could be paid to do for us? 
While the motivations changed from administration to administration, all three 
presidents since 2001 doubled down on that principle. 

But these relationships invariably carry with them the acute compromises, to 
human rights and to broader strategic interests, that LaVine witnessed in the 
United States’ Syria policy. We don’t have to speculate about the effects of those 



compromises: the trend has already proved disastrous for America’s trajectory in 
conflicts the world over. Sidelining diplomacy in favor of direct dealings 
between our military and local warlords was at the heart of America’s declining 
fortunes in Afghanistan. Similar choices contributed to the unleashing of new 
terrorist threats in the Horn of Africa. And a policy built around strongmen left 
us flat footed when revolution struck Egypt, and powerless to stop atrocities 
thereafter. There were also exceptions: a precious few military-to-military 
alliances with a more balanced approach integrating diplomatic interests, as was 
the case with the United States’ interventions in Latin America’s Cocaine 
Triangle. 

That cautionary tale seemed largely lost on the Trump administration as it set 
about its tilt to military-led foreign policy. But it was inescapable for many 
diplomats who found their work increasingly overtaken by military alliances— 
including those who worked in Afghanistan. For some of us, that realization 
began with a warlord, and an unsolved murder. 



18 


DOSTUM: HE IS TELLING THE TRUTH 
AND DISCOURAGING ALL LIES 


You can smell amass grave before you see it. Jennifer Leaning had her 
knitted scarf, the black and blue and red one she always traveled with, pulled 
tight around her neck. Her black Marmot jacket was too big for her, concealing 
her slight frame and letting her pass for a man at a distance; a small safeguard on 
a dangerous mission. She brought a hat, too, but she’d given that to her local 
interpreter. He was just a kid, maybe eighteen, and jittery—partly from the cold 
and partly because he was scared of where they were headed. It was midday and 
not freezing, as Afghanistan could be in January, but a wind had whipped up. A 
foul smell carried: the garbage odor of death etched in Leaning’s consciousness 
from her time as a physician in conflict zones from Kosovo to Somalia. It came 
from no specific direction. It was like the ground was rotten. Leaning, small 
under a vast gray sky, felt exposed. The desert here was flat, horizon to horizon; 
no place to hide. She edged forward, cautious, knowing the ground might be 
mined. The scene was unmistakable: against the surrounding desert, freshly 


churned soil stood out, dark and damp and crisscrossed with heavy tire marks. It 
was dotted with a strange harvest: tufts of black and white and cheerful red. It 
took Leaning a moment to realize what they were: turbans, clothes, and between 
them, flip-flops and prayer beads. She stopped cold: “There were fragments of 
skull. There were pieces of rib cage. Human bones.” By her side, another 
investigator, John Heffernan, took a picture. 

It was the beginning of 2002, in the remote north of Afghanistan. Leaning and 
Heffernan had been dispatched by the watchdog group Physicians for Human 
Rights to investigate the treatment of the prisoners of the new war on terror. 
Instead, they had stumbled into a deeper and more dangerous mystery, one 
which would fuel more than a decade of recrimination, land on the desks of 
some of the most powerful people in the world, and trigger a cover-up spanning 
two administrations. The investigators were staring down one of the earliest 
illustrations of the costs of a strain of post-9/11 foreign policy led not by 
diplomats, but by soldiers and spies. The unmarked grave was in part the product 
of American relationships with warlords that filled the void created by the 
sidelining of diplomats. The consequences were about more than human rights: 
in Afghanistan, American support for provincial despots would reshape the 
country, helping to create the conditions for the longest war in American history. 

The investigators had no idea of any of that as they sought to measure the 
scale of the grave. War-crimes experts are trained not to eyeball body counts 
from afar, but it was clear that this was a large site: body after body, stretching as 
wide as a football field. As Heffernan took pictures, Leaning got out her 
notebook. She carried the black-and-white marbled kind favored by middle- 
school students. The stiff covers made them easy to balance on a knee in the 
field, and her messy handwriting fit in the wide lines. She didn’t have much time 
for notes. They had only been there ten minutes when they saw the dust cloud on 
the horizon, and, emerging from it, the dark vehicles. There were four or five 
covered Jeeps or Toyota Land Cruisers, Leaning guessed at a distance, and they 



were heading their way fast. 

Leaning and Heffernan scrambled back into their own weather-beaten Toyota. 
The interpreter looked ashen. Their driver, a grizzled man in his fifties, revved 
the engine. He, too, had been afraid of this part of the desert—he’d spent the 
drive there nervously glancing in his side mirrors, scanning the horizon. Now he 
slammed on his accelerator as the Jeeps gave chase, tailing the investigators as 
they crossed the barren half mile back to the provincial capital, Sheberghan. 
They didn’t stop until they had put Sheberghan behind them, continuing east 
toward the larger regional hub of Mazar-i-Sharif. Leaning and Heffernan sat in 
tense silence during the drive. Everyone in the car suspected they’d dodged a 
bullet—or several. 

The grave was within visual range of the stronghold of one of the most feared 
and mythologized warlords in modern Afghan history: a horseback-riding, 
sword-wielding Uzbek warrior named General Abdul Rashid Dostum. He had 
been an ally and a traitor to every side in the Cold War. In the months following 
the September 11 attacks, he was at the heart of the United States’ new strategy 
in Afghanistan. Armed by the Americans and shadowed by special forces, his 
horseback fighters toppled Taliban strongholds across the country’s north. The 
prisoners the Physicians for Human Rights investigators were tracking had 
surrendered in Dostum’s battles. And the Jeeps had pulled out from behind his 
gates. 


Fourteen years later, I stood in General Dostum’s court, and stared at his 
reindeer, and tried not to act surprised. The reindeer seemed confused as to why 
he was there, and I must have seemed confused as to why the reindeer was there. 
But there he was, at least 200 pounds, one antler broken, thrashing against the 
rope around his face. I stepped out of the way to avoid getting impaled by an 
antler. As an attendant struggled to hold onto the other end of the rope, Dostum 



indicated to the deer with both hands, like Vanna White presenting a Wheel of 
Fortune prize. He beamed at the deer and then at me—a magnanimous smile that 
said “see, I brought a reindeer,” as if this was the most normal way in the world 
to arrive at an interview. I pursed my lips for a moment. He was waiting for a 
response. “That’s a beautiful animal, General,” I said. You choose your words 
carefully in the courts of warlords, especially when they’re flanked by men with 
M4 carbines slung across their chests. Plus, the antlers. 

It was August 2016. General Dostum had by then gone from anti-American 
warlord, to American proxy fighter, to vice president of Afghanistan. He was a 
living embodiment of the militarization of American foreign policy: a warlord, 
who had, off the back of collaboration with the Americans, ascended to the very 
top of the new power structures created in his country by the United States. That 
night in 2016, we were in the Vice Presidential Palace in Kabul, which was like 
a cross between a James Bond villain’s lair and Liberace’s dressing room. 
Dostum had carpeted the entire place in live grass, and, as far as I could tell, 
wherever one could possibly fit a plant, he had attempted to do so. Hundreds of 
trees and bushes in mismatched terra-cotta planters crowded the place. 
Festooning every branch was a wild array of Christmas-tree lights, like someone 
had cleared out a section of Home Depot. There were the big bulbs that flashed 
in sequence, and the fake icicles that illuminated in a dripping pattern, and, 
everywhere, yards of rainbow rope light. You had to push through the foliage 
and lights to reach the seating area in the center, a dais with a mismatched 
collection of rattan patio chairs and leatherette La-Z-Boy recliners. Vases of fake 
flowers and Hummel-style porcelain statuettes of horseback soldiers stood on 
Louis XlV-style end tables. In a wicker cage, a fat chukar partridge clucked 
mournfully. There was, of course, a giant tank full of sharks. This was warlord 
chic. 

Here is how one journalist described General Dostum: “Over six feet tall with 
bulging biceps ... a bear of a man with a gruff laugh, which, some Uzbeks 



swear, has on occasion frightened people to death.” (That reporter, Rashid 
Ahmed, claimed that shortly before he visited Dostum’s stronghold in Northern 
Afghanistan, Dostum tied a soldier who had been caught stealing to the tracks of 
a Russian tank and drove him around until his body was reduced to a meat 
slurry, a charge Dostum later denied.) But Dostum was also, he reminded me 
frequently, an animal lover. “When people bring some birds, or some sheep, or 
some animals to be slaughtered, to eat, I tell them ‘please take it away, take it. I 
don’t want to kill this bird, this sheep, or this goat...,’” he said, visibly moved. 
General Dostum was not an animal lover in the way you or I might be a cat 
person or a dog person. He was an animal lover as only a powerful Uzbek 
warlord could be, with a menagerie of hundreds of deer and horses and game 
birds. On at least one occasion on each day I spent with him, he would mention a 
horse or a deer being injured, and his eyes would fill with tears, and his lower lip 
would jut, like a child who had just been told the family hamster went on to a 
better place. 

“It is very rare that I agree to give any interview for a journalist,” General 
Dostum said in Uzbek through an adviser-slash-translator doing his best. A lot of 
the Uzbek language is formed in the back of the throat, and Dostum’s delivery 
was particularly deep and throaty. He spoke in a lazy, slightly slurred drawl, like 
a tape played at half speed. “I have friends who are saying to do interview and so 
far I never agree to,” he continued. His comments to the press had been limited 
to rare quotes given over the phone, and he’d sat down only with academics and 
adventurers who transcribed his legends into rapt panegyrics. “You’re a good 
fellow from a friendly country, therefore I agreed to accept you here today,” 
Dostum said, his eyes flicking up and down my person, regarding me with some 
suspicion. 

But I had not come to tell the tale of General Dostum, or at least not in the 
way General Dostum seemed terrifyingly assured I would. I had come to 
Dostum’s grass-carpeted palace in Kabul to ask about an unmarked grave at the 



ends of the earth. 


Originally, Dostum was just Abdul Rashid, one of nine siblings, born to 
Uzbek peasants in the desert plains of Afghanistan’s Jowzjan Province. The nom 
de guerre “Dostum”—literally, “my friend” in Uzbek—came later, as he 
marshaled power as a military commander. His family owned a simple, clay- 
brick home: three rooms, dirt floor, no electricity. Surviving in the desolation of 
Northern Afghanistan was a feat, and Dostum showed particular resilience. He 
claimed that, as an infant, he was once swept away by a flash flood of melting 
snow water, and clung to a branch, and survived, alone in the icy water. A 
villager eventually spotted his tiny hand above the waves and pulled him out. 
“What is this?!” Dostum intoned, theatrically channeling his rescuer. “Oh it is a 
hand of some baby!” The villager took him to a nearby mosque and held him 
upside down against a mud wall until water poured out and he regained 
consciousness. 

Other childhood legends speak to a different quiddity: his constant flair for 
violence, starting with schoolyard scraps. “I was always fighting with the other 
kids,” he conceded. “And still, I’m the same person.” He paused, sounding, for a 
moment, a little meful. “But, never in my life I attacked anyone else. When they 
attacked me, I defended myself.” 

His favorite pastime, then and since, was the ancestral Central Asian game of 
buzkashi, or “goat grabbing,” in which fifteen horsemen brawl for control of a 
headless goat corpse they have to maneuver from a pole at one end of the field to 
a circle of chalk at the other. The game was famously violent and chaotic, with 
terrified stallions galloping and whinnying as players whipped, punched, and 
trampled each other. It was not unusual for referees to carry rifles to keep rowdy 
players in line. Buzkashi required “strong horses for a strong man,” Dostum 
explained. Plus, he said, “I love horses. I have very good memories of horses.” 



Once again, his eyes misted over. I said he’d have to teach me to play. He 
withheld his appraisal of my competitive prospects. The skeptical once-over he 
gave me didn’t bode well. (Like Petraeus, Dostum correctly surmised my athletic 
prowess.) But he invited me to Sheberghan to watch. He warned gravely that his 
team had grown strong enough to best him on occasion. In his prime, Dostum 
was unbeatable. 

Dostum spent brief stretches as an oil refinery worker, a plumber, and a 
wrestler, but war was his true discipline. He was conscripted into army service as 
a teenager and rose through the ranks, effortlessly mastering the low-tech 
cavalry combat of his ancestors. Later, he joined the Afghan army, staying 
aligned with them, and the Soviets, even as the anti-Soviet mujahedeen gained 
strength. 

Those anti-Soviet fighters were, over the course of the 1980s, flooded with 
American money and guns. Ronald Reagan dubbed them “freedom fighters,” 
and they became a cause celebre for Americans gripped by red panic. A Texas 
socialite named Joanne Herring—all fake lashes and big hair and scriptural 
quotations—managed to goad her lover at the time, a louche alcoholic 
congressman named Charlie Wilson, into drumming up support on the Hill. At 
the peak of the pro-mujahedeen frenzy, Congress was allocating more money to 
the fighters than the CIA wanted. That many of the anti-Soviet mujahedeen were 
radical hard-liners was, at the time, a feature, not a bug. By the mid-1980s, the 
CIA was even commissioning local-language translations of the Quran, and 
paying to distribute them by the thousand behind Soviet lines. Milt Bearden, the 
CIA handler who brokered some of the relationships with the mujahedeen, 
defended that thinking years later. “Let’s be clear about one thing: moderates 
never won anything,” he told me. “Moderates. Don’t. Win. Wars.” The CIA was 
more concerned with small-scale tactical challenges. “You had to make things 
‘mooj proof,’ ” Bearden recalled of the equipment being dispersed. “So he 
couldn’t put the pink wire on the green post and then screw it down and then 



BAM it blows him up!” He laughed thunderously. “A couple of guys got blown 
up, but they weren’t suicides.” Not then, anyway. 

This was history that would echo uncannily after 9/11, when the United States 
again banked on the enemy’s enemy to turn the tide. Even Joanne Herring 
cropped up again in that later era, bursting into the State Department in a cloud 
of perfume and hairspray during my time there. She was eighty, taut and tweaked 
and still “saving” Afghanistan, this time by soliciting hundreds of millions of 
dollars for a coalition of development groups she ran, dubbed the Marshall Plan 
Charities. She took me by the hand, and called me a “blessing,” and had the 
diplomats of the South and Central Asia bureau join hands and pray before a 
meeting. Eyes pressed shut, she delivered an impassioned prayer to the Lord, 
and to the Commanders’ Emergency Response Program funds she wanted. After 
she left, Holbrooke shook his head in disbelief and called her something too 
colorful to repeat here. When I asked Herring about her role in propping up the 
mujahedeen—in the view of some, laying the foundations for 9/11—she grew 
testy, saying the Stinger missiles provided to the fighters had a limited shelf life 
and her legacy ended with those. 

When Aaron Sorkin’s original script to Charlie Wilson’s War, the Hollywood 
film of Herring’s and Wilson’s fight to rally support for the mujahedeen, ended 
on a shot of smoke coming out of the Pentagon on 9/11, Herring was reported to 
have had her lawyer saber rattle until it was changed. But the film still ends on a 
cautionary note: As the Soviets withdraw and Wilson celebrates, the CIA agent 
Gust Avrakotos tells the story of a Zen master who sees a young boy being given 
a horse and his village celebrating the blessing. “We’ll see,” says the Zen master. 
When the boy falls off the horse and breaks his leg, and the villagers declare the 
horse a curse, the master only offers another, “We’ll see.” Later, when war 
breaks out and the boy avoids conscription due to his injuries, the village 
celebrates the horse as a gift again. “We’ll see,” the Master says again. As 
Wilson takes in the implications, we hear a plane roar by overhead. 



Dostum was no radical. But by the end of the Cold War, he had proved himself 
dangerous in other ways. His religion was survival, which he ensured through a 
dizzying succession of crosses and double-crosses. Even during his years 
commanding the most powerful unit in the Soviet-aligned army, he kept contact 
with the mujahedeen commanders on the other side of the battlefield, and mused 
openly about defecting to their cause. The pragmatism paid off—as the Soviet 
grip on Afghanistan weakened, Ahmed Shah Massoud, the favored son of the 
Americans among the mujahedeen, passed word to Dostum that the Soviet 
regime felt threatened by Dostum’s growing popularity and was planning to 
force him out. Dostum crossed Moscow before Moscow could cross him, joining 
his 40,000 soldiers with the Islamist mujahedeen he had been fighting for years 
on the battlefield. The move proved decisive in tilting the balance of power 
against the Soviets. 

After the Soviets pulled out, the former freedom fighters descended on Kabul 
and drenched it in blood. Dostum was on the frontlines—his militias were 
reported to be behind a campaign of rapes and executions. But when a new 
government began to take shape, he found himself frozen out. As ministerial 
positions were doled out to the other commanders, Dostum retreated to his 
fiefdom in the north, where his power diminished as the Taliban encroached. 
When his second-in-command betrayed him and defected to the Taliban in 1997, 
he fled the country altogether, to Turkey. By early 2001, though, Dostum was 
back, arraying his tattered forces against the Taliban. He would soon become an 
expedient solution to the United States’ latest problem in Afghanistan. 


America’s limited options in the region after 9/11, and the resulting decision to 
arm Dostum and his fellow warlords, were a direct result of a vacuum of 
diplomacy. By some combination of ideological opposition, inertia, and 
inattention, no one had sought a meaningful conversation for years with the 



medieval Taliban regime that had harbored bin Laden in Afghanistan. American 
officials did take a number of meetings with the Taliban over the course of the 
1990s, but all were either perfunctory or focused on the narrow demand that the 
Taliban turn over bin Laden. Despite advocacy from supporters of dialogue like 
Robin Raphel, those meetings never evolved into anything resembling real 
negotiations. In early 2001, as the threat from the region became more dire, the 
United States did champion UN Security Council sanctions, entailing an arms 
ban and a freeze of Taliban assets. But it was all sticks, no carrots. Sanctions 
were not an attempt to bring the Taliban to the table; this was about breaking a 
brutal regime. 

In the late 1990s, the United Nations briefly pushed broader regional dialogue 
that showed promise. Lakhdar Brahimi, the Algerian UN envoy to Afghanistan, 
maintained civil contact with the Taliban’s second-in-command, Mullah 
Mohammed Rabbani, who was skeptical of his group’s growing dependence on 
al-Qaeda and deepening bond with Osama bin Laden. A Taliban official even 
joined as an observer at 1999 talks in Tashkent, Uzbekistan between the 
Americans, Russians, and Afghanistan’s six regional neighbors, to discuss a 
peaceful resolution to the country’s civil conflict. But these efforts were swiftly 
overpowered by the United States’ military alliance of choice in the region, with 
Pakistan. Just days after the countries at Tashkent agreed to stop arming the 
parties to the Afghan conflict, Pakistan worked with the Taliban to launch a 
major offensive against opposing military commanders. 

After the September 11 attacks, opportunities for negotiated settlements were 
dismissed or undermined. When General Dostum’s forces, working with the 
Americans, surrounded the Taliban stronghold of Kunduz, there was a three-day 
negotiation process, involving Dostum and more than a dozen American Special 
Forces officers and intelligence agents. Taliban who had peacefully surrendered 
were offered a generous deal: they could return to their villages safely in 
exchange for laying down arms, with the exception of targets of high intelligence 



value chosen by the Americans. In exchange, Dostum promised two Taliban 
generals, Mohammad Fazl and Nurullah Nuri, amnesty, which he publicly 
announced as a sign of wider reconciliation to come. But both commanders soon 
wound up at Guantanamo Bay. It was, for years, a subject of mystery and 
consternation for those following Afghanistan’s descent into chaos. “Fazl and 
Nuri were by your side and you were promising them amnesty, then they end up 
in Guantanamo,” I started to ask Dostum. He grunted. “Short question. I don’t 
feel good.” 

“Did the Americans pressure you to turn them over?” I pressed. 

Dostum laughed mightily. “I didn’t surrender them to the United States 
forces. But they didn’t take by force. They came to take them, and I told them, 
'Listen, they’re Taliban, they are Muslim. I am also Muslim, you are not 
Muslim. If I surrender them, if I give them to you I will be blamed. ‘General 
Dostum is a Muslim but he gave the Taliban to the Americans. ... ’ It would 
damage my credibility. . . . Bush was talking on the TV about how to approach 
prisoners ...” he said, referring to early comments about respecting the Geneva 
Conventions. “Then the military people came and said, 'Listen, we have to 
implement the order, I don’t care what Bush says. If I want to take them, I will 
take them.’ ” Dostum shrugged. He was wiggling his knees, restless. “I said 
‘OK, whatever you want.’ ” In the early months of the war in Afghanistan, that 
same dynamic played out repeatedly, including in Kandahar, where Hamid 
Karzai’s attempts at reconciliation were overruled by Donald Rumsfeld, who 
bristled at the thought of dealing with the Taliban. 

That the United States shunned negotiation with the Taliban in favor of 
military action in the immediate aftermath of the attacks was little surprise. To 
suggest diplomacy over force in dealing with the regime that harbored the 
perpetrators of the 9/11 attack was akin politically to proposing a national 
program of cannibalism in public schools. But that recalcitrance continued long 
after the Taliban had been thwarted on the battlefield. There was never a 



concerted effort to embed military gains in a larger strategic context, and, for 
years, there was no political space to acknowledge what had become obvious: 
that the total defeat and elimination of the Taliban was not possible and that, 
barring that, peace would only come through diplomacy. 

Instead, in the weeks after the terrorists plunged hijacked planes into 
America’s centers of power and its consciousness, the debate over how to 
respond took place almost entirely within the military and intelligence 
community. There were those, like the CIA station chief in Islamabad at the 
time, who wanted to continue to work solely through the United States’ military 
alliance with Pakistan, using the Pakistanis to pressure the Taliban regime they 
had for years supported to surrender Osama bin Laden. Others, back in the CIA’s 
Counterterrorism Center in Washington, had a simpler suggestion: give 
American guns to anyone who could fight the Taliban. Before any coherent 
policy could be developed across the US government, that latter faction began 
quietly executing its proposal. And “anyone who could fight the Taliban” meant 
the warlords and brigands of the Northern Alliance. 

Robin Raphel, who had fought long and hard for negotiation with the Taliban, 
despaired at the choice. “We didn’t need to be fighting [the Taliban] . . . they 
realized who we were and the power that we had. They wanted to go home. And 
we wouldn’t have it... we were the tough guys, right?” She rolled her eyes. 
“And we rode in with the Northern Alliance on donkeys ... it was such 
nonsense. Sorry, but it was.” 

In December, 2001, the United Nations led a halfhearted attempt to build a 
new Afghan government, culminating in talks in Bonn, Germany. The Taliban— 
the vanquished party and an indispensable part of any sustainable political 
settlement—was absent from the talks. The conference was instead dominated 
by the Northern Alliance fighters the Americans had chosen to rely on in their 
initial military offensives. For the diplomats who had pushed for dialogue, it was 
an elementary failure. “I said from the beginning, that they”—the Taliban 



—“should’ve been at Bonn,” Raphel later told me. “That was our biggest 
mistake.” Barnett Rubin, who was part of the UN team that organized the talks 
and had a desk near mine in Holbrooke’s State Department offices, often told me 
that exclusion had far-reaching repercussions. “The Bonn Agreement did make 
Afghan government and politics more inclusive, but it could not overcome US 
counterterrorism policy, which dictated the exclusion of the Taliban,” he later 
wrote. 

Immediately after the talks concluded, Taliban leaders even reached out to 
newly installed Afghan interim president Hamid Karzai to offer a tmce in 
exchange for amnesty—an offer that was immediately overruled by Donald 
Rumsfeld and the Americans. Taliban leaders who swore fealty to the new 
central government and returned to their villages were hunted down and 
captured, often by Northern Alliance warlords. 

These new foot soldiers in America’s war on terror made for an unpleasant 
rogue’s gallery. Abdul Sayyaf, a former mentor to Osama bin Laden, had helped 
establish the training camps in Pakistan and Afghanistan that formed the bedrock 
of modern Islamist terrorism and was behind a bloody massacre of Shiite 
Hazaras during the struggle for Kabul after the Cold War. Burhanuddin 
Rabbani’s forces, working with Sayyaf’s, were accused of slaughtering the 
elderly, children, even dogs during that siege. Mohammad Mohaqiq and his men 
were implicated in murders, rapes, and systematic looting in the months after 
9/11. His militias’ trademark: kidnapping young girls and forcing them into 
marriage. Atta Mohammed Noor’s militias were behind a campaign of looting 
and rapes targeting ethnic Pashtuns in the same period. And then there was 
Atta’s rival in countless bloody skirmishes: Abdul Rashid Dostum. 


When and how Dostum started working with the Americans was a matter of 
some dispute. Hank Crumpton, the CIA official who, as head of the agency’s 



newly formed Special Activities Division, oversaw the initial response to 
September 11, later told me that the agency had been developing its relationship 
with the warlord for some time before 9/11, working through an Uzbek-fluent 
agent named Dave Tyson. Dostum insisted that Tyson only got in touch after the 
attacks. What’s not disputed is that a CIA team came, and then a unit of Green 
Berets from the Army’s 5th Special Forces Group, code-named “595.” It was a 
peculiar union. “Dust kind of settles. And out of the dust comes the sand 
people,” Team Sergeant Paul Evans recalled. “[Y]ou see a man with an AK 
who’s dressed just like your enemy, and you’ve gotta walk over to him and 
basically ask him, ‘Hey, how ya doing?’ and you have no idea whether he’s 
gonna put out his hand or shoot you.” One of those “sand people” was General 
Dostum. “General Dostum and his advanced security party come ridin’ up,” said 
Captain Mark Nutsch. “He jumps down off the horse and—” 

“Hell the horse was still moving and he jumps off! He’s like ‘heyyyy,’ ” 
interjected Chief Warrant Officer Bob Pennington, making an expansive gesture. 

“—General Dostum agreed to take my team members and I up to his forward 
command post,” Nutsch went on. “So we would mount horses for the first time 
in combat.” 

An Air Force controller who joined several days later to coordinate strikes 
from Lockheed AC-130 gunships and asked to be identified only by his first 
name, Bart, said the effect was like a time machine. “You’re like, ‘What year am 
I in?!’ You just got off a twenty-first-century helicopter, sophisticated avionics 
and everything else on it, and now we’ve gone back in time.” He and the other 
Americans rode horses while supplies were strapped to donkeys led by Afghans. 
They slept in a series of frozen mountain caves, with only candles and flashlights 
to cut through the pitch black, so far from any city lights. “When you rode a 
horse through the mountains, the stars felt like they were right there in your 
face,” Bart went on. “You were riding into the stars. It was something else.” 

Most of all, he remembered Dostum’s stature, both in his literal physical size, 



and in terms of the reverence he commanded. “Ohhh, he was the man,” he told 
me. “He was the leader. . . . Those Northern Alliance guys would set his tent up 
and he would have these pillow beds in there. . . . They carried those on donkey 
for him. ... He was laying in comfort. We were laying in a ditch.” 

The Americans air-dropped supplies, chief among them hundreds of guns. 

Not the sophisticated weaponry carried by the Americans, but aging Russian 
Kalashnikovs. Cash came, but, Dostum sniffed, less than he needed. He was 
most offended when the Americans air-dropped food for his horses and the bags 
turned out to contain chaff. It was theoretically edible for livestock, but his 
horses refused to touch it. “United States is such a great country,” Dostum said, 
chuckling. “Such a great people, but why is it so hard for them to give money?” 

There were more consequential challenges born of working with the warlords. 
Bart and the other Americans pulled watches to make sure they were always 
guarding their own. And there were headaches back at Langley. “David [Tyson, 
the CIA operative] was with Dostum but we also had Atta [Mohammed Noor] 
and one of the challenges we had was keeping those guys from killing each 
other,” conceded Hank Crumpton wearily. “These guys are warriors. They’ve 
been killing people all their lives, in one of the worst places on the planet.” Still, 
most of the Americans were won over. “He had almost a boyish charm to him,” 
Crumpton said of Dostum. “Had a good sense of humor which I know masked a 
pretty ruthless capability. But I honestly enjoyed the conversation with him.” 
Mostly, he said, he felt thankful “for his partnership and for his leadership and 
what he and Atta and others accomplished on the battlefield.” 


What they accomplished on the battlefield was, in immediate, tactical terms, an 
overwhelming success. Bombing began in October, and over the course of 
November, the Northern Alliance warlords routed the Taliban from Mazar-i- 
Sharif, in Afghanistan’s north, and then Kabul, and then Kunduz in the northeast, 



where the Taliban surrendered after a twelve-day siege. With each success came 
more prisoners of war. Some of these men were hardened fighters who had 
traveled from Pakistan and the Gulf States to join Osama bin Laden. But many 
others were ordinary Afghan men and boys; foot soldiers for a regime that had 
medieval values but little interest in the global jihad of the Saudi rich-kid zealot 
it safeguarded. In late November, General Dostum and the Americans in 
Nutsch’s unit toppled Kunduz, a last redoubt for thousands of Taliban fighters. 

As many as 3,500 surrendered peacefully, by one US military estimate. The full 
count of prisoners was rumored to be twice that. 

The detainees were peeled off into separate groups. According to Bart, the Air 
Force controller, some were taken to a black site, “another location which I can’t 
talk about.” The vast majority were taken west by Dostum’s forces. Some were 
sent directly from a surrender point in the desert outside Kunduz to the prison at 
Dostum’s headquarters in Sheberghan. Others were sent to a different prison, a 
nineteenth-century fortress called Qala-i-Jangi, to be interrogated by the 
Americans. Qala-i-Jangi’s high, muddied battlements had overlooked centuries 
of conflicts involving occupying forces, from the British to the Soviets. It was 
about to become the site of America’s first casualty in the new war on terror. 

The prisoners at the fort rose up in a spectacular ambush, overpowering their 
American interrogators and killing one CIA agent, Mike Spann. A bloody three- 
day siege followed. Dostum, who had been at Kunduz, returned along with Mark 
Nutsch and the other members of Team 595 to find an apocalyptic tableau of 
twisted metal and shredded bodies. “The bodies. ...” Dostum recalled, shaking 
his head. “They couldn’t recognize who was my soldier, who was al-Qaeda, who 
was Taliban.” Both the Americans and the Northern Alliance fighters were 
shaken by the loss of life and bitterly angry at the Taliban prisoners. “I was 
crying for my horses,” Dostum went on, his voice breaking. Later, when Red 
Cross workers discovered one of those horses alive, “I was just crying from 
happiness. . . . And I ordered my people to take him right away to the hospital 



for treatment.” He named the horse K’okcha, or blueish, and eventually took to 
riding it in battle himself. For the Americans, the first US casualty of the new 
war made for “a very painful realization [of] the price we paid for going very 
fast with very few people on the ground,” said Cmmpton, the CIA official. “Also 
it opens up a question of who has responsibility for prisoners of war.” That 
question was tested almost immediately, as Dostum’s men loaded the survivors 
from Qala-i-Jangi into trucks and transported them west again, to join the rest of 
the prisoners in Sheberghan. 

By January 2002, questions about the fate of these detainees were bleeding 
across Afghanistan’s borders and into international headlines. When Jennifer 
Leaning and John Heffernan arrived that month, even the Red Cross—generally 
a vault about anything they’ve witnessed to maintain impartiality and access to 
prisoners in need—seemed to be raising flags. “Go north,” a Red Cross lawyer 
in Kabul urged them. Leaning pressed her: “You mean the prisoners from 
Kunduz?” The lawyer nodded. “That was all we got, but it was enough,” recalled 
Heffernan. The investigators made their way to the prison, a squat fort with 
peeling white paint on its clay brick walls and rusted metal bars securing its 
windows. International visitors had not, thus far, been welcome at the site. One 
early attempt to gain access by the Red Cross was barred by two American 
military officers, according to multiple accounts given to Leaning and Heffernan. 
But they were able to build rapport with a warden who was troubled by what he 
was witnessing inside the prison’s weather-beaten walls and quietly let them in. 

They quickly found confirmation of the rumors they had already heard. 
Through Pakistani translators, prisoners told anguished stories of starvation, 
overcrowding, and a mounting death toll. They pleaded for food, water, and 
medical attention. But Leaning and Heffernan noticed something else: the 
numbers didn’t add up. “The number of people held in the prison at Sheberghan 
was not the number of people we heard were captured in Kunduz,” she told me. 
“As many as seven to eight thousand had supposedly been captured. We saw 



perhaps three thousand being held. The question was, ‘Where are the rest?.’ ” It 
was that question that led the investigators to the Dasht-i-Leili desert the next 
day, and to the corpses, possibly thousands. 

What happened to the missing prisoners? How did these men and boys end up 
in such a tomb, in such a place? And, a question no one inside the US 
government wanted to touch for more than a decade after: What did Americans 
on the ground know and see as the earth was moved and the grave was filled 
with body after body? We made a deal with Dostum for the territory he could 
take for us, for the blood he could spill of enemies we shared. What was the 
price? What did we give up when we shook his hand? How did all the talk of 
smaller footprints and partner forces hold up against a femur sticking out of the 
dirt? These were familiar ethical quandaries in America’s national-security- 
sensitive alliances. But, like the smell in the desert, they had become unusually 
hard to ignore here. 


In the years after the investigators discovered the grave in the desert, the 
alliances with warlords reshaped Afghanistan. Anti-Soviet mujahedeen fighters 
armed by the Americans, who had turned into Northern Alliance commanders 
armed by the Americans, finally turned into governors and ministers installed by 
the Americans—or at least with their tacit assent and minimal grumbling. Atta 
Mohammed Noor, as governor of Balkh province, handed out parcels of land to 
loyalists and grew fabulously wealthy taking cuts of the province’s customs 
revenue. His militias were implicated in sundry thuggery from murder to 
kidnapping to extortion. Ismael Khan, who became governor of Herat and then 
minister of water and energy, was accused of harassing ethnic Pashtuns and 
withholding provincial revenue from the government. A commander named Mir 
Alam became chief of police in the Baghlan province and developed a reputation 
for his spectacular corruption and support for drug mafias. A 2006 US embassy 



cable concluded that Alam and another commander “continued to act as 
mujahedin commanders rather than professional police officers . . . abus[ing] 
their positions of authority to engage in a broad range of criminal activity, 
including extortion, bribery and drug trafficking.” The governor of Nangahar 
province, Gul Agha Sherzai, wreaked similar havoc there—from murder, to drug 
trafficking, to corruption benefiting his tribe. 

And then there was General Dostum, who served as deputy defense minister 
before eventually becoming vice president. Robert Finn, the first US ambassador 
in Kabul after 9/11, struggled with the warlords, especially Dostum and Atta, 
who were frequently at each other’s throats. It made for a stark parable: the two 
warlords were sitting on oil reserves that had produced hundreds of millions of 
dollars in revenues during the Soviet era and could easily have been exploited 
for Afghan reconstruction better, and earlier. “I tried to talk Dostum and Atta 
into becoming rich people. ...” Finn recalled. “But they’d rather kill each other 
over cows.” So it went with opportunities to rebuild Afghanistan. 

Many of these men had been paid by the Americans for decades. Some traded 
tattered fatigues for slick suits as they grew rich off of drug deals, but most 
continued to behave as they always had: as warlords. Only now, they were 
warlords ruling with the imprimatur of a central government backed by the 
United States, and a steady stream of lucrative international contracts to skim 
from. Finn came to believe the warlords were at the heart of many of 
Afghanistan’s broader problems. “Ministries were initially handed out to 
different warlords and they started running them as their fiefdoms, so that was a 
problem,” he told me. 

But the warlords were hard to shake, in some cases because of their tenacious 
grip on local power structures, and in some cases because there had never been a 
serious effort to empower alternatives. Often, the choice the Americans were left 
with was rule by warlord or complete chaos. Atta, for instance, led one of the 
most stable provinces in the country—pushing him out was the last thing on the 



minds of the Americans. “I think we should have worked ourselves away from 
them,” Finn reflected years later. “I understand what happened. We went in and 
said, ‘Okay who can we get to help us?’ . . . but that doesn’t mean you stick with 
them forever. I think we have stuck with them too long. Once they’re there it’s 
difficult to get rid of them.” 

The United States’ inability to reshape its relationships in Afghanistan—to 
forge a new set of bonds with civilian politicians who might counterbalance the 
entrenched culture of warlordism—reflected a deeper ill. America’s objectives in 
Afghanistan had turned from conquest to development. But the diplomatic 
muscle had atrophied. The consequences of shuttered embassies and a withered 
Foreign Service around the world had come to a head in America’s most 
important war: there weren’t enough diplomats, and those in service didn’t have 
the resources or the experience needed to tackle Afghanistan. “There wasn’t the 
background of experience,” Finn said. “Diplomats were all there for a very short 
period, so they learn anew every year. The people that were there over time”— 
people like Dostum and the other warlords—“they know how to use the 
Americans. They know exactly what to say and what the Americans would want 
them to say.” 


The warlords’footholds in those American-backed power structures 
bedeviled efforts to create accountability. The mystery of Dostum’s missing 
prisoners was a prime example. Two successive American presidents effectively 
evaded questions about the matter. The Bush administration quashed at least 
three efforts to investigate the grave, across multiple agencies. An FBI agent at 
Guantanamo Bay began hearing stories about a mass killing from other Taliban 
prisoners who had survived, but was told to stand down and leave the matter to 
the military. The Pentagon, in turn, conducted only a brief “informal inquiry,” 
asking members of Team 595 if they had seen anything, then issuing a blanket 



denial. There was, one senior Pentagon official recalled later, “little appetite for 
this matter within parts of DOD.” At the State Department, Colin Powell 
assigned the investigation to Ambassador at Large for War Crimes Pierre 
Prosper, who quickly saw opposition from both Afghan and American officials. 
“They would say, ‘We have had decades of war crimes. Where do you start?’ ” 
he recalled. His office later dropped the inquiry. 

When President Obama entered office, there was renewed hope. During a 
CNN interview in 2009, he went off script to promise an investigation. “It seems 
clear that the Bush administration resisted efforts to pursue investigations of an 
Afghan warlord named General Dostum, who was on the CIA payroll. It’s now 
come out, there were hundreds of Taliban prisoners under his care who got 
killed ...” Anderson Cooper began gamely. “Right,” said President Obama. 
Cooper mentioned the mystery of the mass grave and asked if Obama would call 
for an investigation into possible war crimes. 

“Yeah,” said the president. “The indications that this had not been properly 
investigated just recently was brought to my attention. So what I’ve asked my 
national security team to do is to collect the facts for me that are known. And 
we’ll probably make a decision in terms of how to approach it once we have all 
the facts gathered up.” 

“But you wouldn’t resist categorically an investigation?” Cooper pressed. 

“I think that, you know, there are responsibilities that all nations have even in 
war. And if it appears that our conduct in some way supported violations of the 
laws of war, then I think that, you know, we have to know about that.” 

But no one at the Obama White House wanted to touch the issue either. As 
the State Department official charged with communicating with 
nongovernmental groups, I was on the receiving end of some of the calls from 
groups like Physicians for Human Rights. Again and again I pressed White 
House staff to disclose something, anything; to allow me to convene a meeting 
about the grave and at least listen, if not talk. The response was always the same: 



no comment, no meetings. “I spent all day on the phone with the NSC having 
them tell me to stall meetings we had set up with human rights groups because 
they’re afraid of questions about the Dasht-i-Leili massacre and don’t want to 
cop to the fact that we’ve completely abandoned POTUS’s promise to 
investigate,” I wrote to Holbrooke’s communications director, Ashley Bommer, 
in March 2010. In a briefing document prepared the same month, there was a 
bullet point under my outreach to human rights groups: “Dasht-i-Leili w/ 
Physicians for Human Rights (working with NSC to formulate a clearer 
position).” In another memo I filed ten months later, the sentence had not 
changed. 

Frustrated with the executive branch’s obstructions, human rights groups tried 
turning to Congress. In early 2010, another Physicians for Human Rights 
investigator, Nathaniel Raymond, received testimony from a former translator 
for American forces at Kunduz and Qala-i-Jangi who had gone on to secure 
asylum in the United States. He claimed to have witnessed what happened to the 
prisoners—and whether Americans were present. Raymond brought the 
information to the Senate Foreign Relations Committee and its lead investigator 
at the time, former CIA agent John Kiriakou, who was later sentenced to thirty 
months in prison for disclosing the identity of a fellow CIA officer (he has 
maintained that this was a principled act of whistleblowing on the government’s 
use of torture in the Global War on Terrorism). He considered the story about the 
grave to be explosive. According to Kiriakou, the reaction from his superiors, 
including committee chair John Kerry, was explosive too—and not what he 
expected. “The Staff Director at the time, Frank [Lowenstein], got wind of it and 
called me into his office and said 'cease and desist immediately.’ ” Stunned, 
Kiriakou claimed he took the matter to Kerry directly. “Kerry came down to the 
office afterwards and said, 'What is this I’m hearing about Afghanistan?’ ” said 
Kiriakou. “I told him . . . and he said, ‘You’ve spoken to Frank?’ And I said, 
‘Yeah, Frank called me in and said to kill it.’ He said, ‘Ok.’ I got up and said, ‘So 



what do I do?’ And he said, ‘You kill it.’ I said, ‘Alright, I’ll kill it.’ And that was 
the end of it.” 

Kiriakou saw it as a pragmatic call on Kerry’s and Lowenstein’s part. “Frank 
devoted his life to protecting John Kerry, and John Kerry wanted nothing more 
in the world than to be secretary of state. And so, we just couldn’t risk any 
kerfuffle, even if it was historical in nature, anything controversial, so he killed 
it. It was a shame. I was very disappointed.” Kerry said, “I’ve never heard 
anything about this—ever,” and maintained that he “never pulled punches” on 
Afghan human rights during his time on the committee. Frank Lowenstein at 
first similarly denied having any recollection of the conversations with Kiriakou, 
then later suggested that “[Kiriakou] might have interpreted ... or he might have 
come away from our conversation with the impression that that wasn’t 
something that I was particularly interested in pursuing, but I certainly never 
would have told him to kill it.” 

In that interview in 2009, President Obama had pledged to open a new 
inquiry into the massacre. Four years later, after intermittent refusals to comment 
to reporters, the White House quietly acknowledged that an investigation had 
been completed, but would remain sealed. A spokesperson mentioned a finding 
that no US personnel were involved. The White House otherwise declined to 
elaborate. “It’s cowardice,” Raymond told me. “I was interviewed by the NSC as 
part of the investigation. It went nowhere because it wasn’t what they wanted to 
hear.” 

Physicians for Human Rights, through sheer tenacity, did eventually secure a 
handful of meetings with senior officials. The group also sent more than a dozen 
letters to officials across the government. Neither tack produced clarity. The 
consequences were real and specific: after an initial series of forensic missions, 
and before additional teams could return for a full excavation, the mass grave 
disappeared. In 2008, a UN team found, where the site had been, a series of large 
holes—and none of the bodies that had been previously documented. It was 



exactly the eventuality human rights advocates had been fighting to prevent. 
“From square one,” said Susannah Sirkin of Physicians for Human Rights, “we 
realized if anything leaked the site would very likely be destroyed.” It did leak, 
and world powers did nothing to protect the evidence. “There is now a second 
layer of violation,” Sirkin told me. “The literal obstruction of investigation and 
suppression of information by [the US government].” My inability to cut through 
that indifference weighed on me. When I set out for Kabul, years later, I was 
determined to come back with answers. 


For almost fifteen years, General Dostum never sat for a detailed interview on 
the missing prisoners and the mass grave. But after months of conversation, he 
warmed to the idea of an audience with me. Securing an interview with General 
Dostum involves a lot of waiting. There was a year of conversations with his 
advisers who travel on his behalf in New York and Washington, all of them loyal 
Uzbek Afghans, some of them younger men from Dostum’s Sheberghan 
stronghold, who grew up steeped in legends of his heroism. There were 
introductions to his young sons, Batur, who was being groomed for a career in 
politics, and Babur, who was in the Afghan Air Force. And then there was a 
sudden call. Could I be on a flight to Kabul the next day? General Dostum would 
see me. I agreed, then crafted an email to a dear friend whose wedding the next 
night I’d have to miss as a result. Diplomacy in that region is ongoing. 

Arriving in Kabul on the appointed day, General Dostum did not see me. 
General Dostum was tired. General Dostum, an adviser informed me gravely, 
had a cold. I waited, like Gay Talese at a nightclub. I strolled the dusty streets of 
Kabul. I drove through security checkpoints to the bunker-like US embassy for 
meetings with American officials. I sipped coffee with Dostum’s advisers in the 
gardens of Kabul’s Serena hotel, in sweltering late August heat. Eventually, they 
asked if I would join a meeting between General Dostum and women’s rights 



activists from across Afghanistan. This was central to what Dostum wished to 
communicate to me and, by extension, the Western world. He, unlike some of 
the other holdovers from the Cold War, had a more progressive view of women. 
Tm probably among the very limited people in Afghanistan who are strongly 
committed to the rights of women, to protect women,” Dostum later told me. 

This conviction appeared to be sincere, and he repeated it often over several 
days of interviews. But General Dostum did not show up for the meeting with 
the women’s activists, either. An adviser presented me instead. A dozen 
formidable women had gathered in a cavernous government meeting hall, under 
a mural inscribed with a verse from the Quran: “Never will Allah change the 
condition of a people until they change it themselves.” Each had a personal 
appeal, from the teacher who begged for better wages to the lawyer who called 
for more women in government. At the first mention of the vice president’s 
absence, whispers of surprise and disappointment ran through the room. A 
doctor, who had traveled several hours from the Logar province, left in tears. 

By the time I finally got the call telling me that General Dostum was ready, it 
was late at night. Once I had made my way through the layers of barricades and 
armed guards to the golden gates of the Vice Presidential Palace, there was 
another hour of waiting in his strange, grass-carpeted parlor. When General 
Dostum entered the room, it was 10 p.m. 

The feared warrior was now in his sixties. His hair had thinned and whitened, 
and his gut had expanded prodigiously. But he was still imposing: a slab of a 
man, built like a refrigerator. His attire—Western jackets over flowing Uzbek 
robes, accentuated his size. He lumbered into the room and slumped into an 
ornate throne with a high, carved-wood back and gold upholstery dusted with 
fleurs-de-lis. Dostum’s eyes, narrow under Asian epicanthic folds, reflected his 
ancestry, which he claimed could be traced back to Genghis Khan, who got 
around after all. 

Dostum rubbed his eyes and yawned. The much-discussed cold may well 



have been real, but others, including a former American ambassador to 
Afghanistan, said the general’s late starts were attributable to something else. 

“He continues to have an extremely violent temper, he’s an alcoholic, he is 
nonfunctional,” said that ambassador. “He needs to leave the country to dry out 
more than he can be here.” Through several of our meetings, Dostum nursed an 
undisclosed beverage out of an ostentatious designer mug stamped with a gold 
and rhinestone-crusted Chanel logo. I wondered if his previous meeting had 
been with the Kardashians or something. 

“I don’t know why sometimes the media don’t express the reality,” Dostum 
was grumbling. I had hit “record” on my phone, and a handler had immediately 
asked that I stop. A minor fuss had ensued when I’d insisted I continue. Dostum 
glanced at the phone unhappily. “Unfortunately, nowadays, sometimes 
journalists, New York Times, they wrote so many things.” He frowned, that same 
wounded look crossing his face. “ ‘He massacred, human rights, he killed 
Taliban prisoners, he did this or that.’ My American friends from the CIA and 
other people, they came to my house and they said, 'Listen, they are portraying 
you in the United States this way, but we know you are a different person.’ ” 

General Dostum was not wrong about his portrayal in the Western press. 
Human rights groups had brought well-documented charges of mass atrocities 
and murders against Dostum dating back to the 1990s. Press reports blamed him 
for violent reprisals against political rivals and their families—and even, on 
occasion, allies who strayed from loyalty. Human Rights Watch had, just days 
before I sat down with Dostum, accused his Junbish militias of murdering and 
assaulting civilians under the guise of anti-Taliban operations. Even Afghan 
president Ashraf Ghani—who selected Dostum as his running mate to exploit his 
status as a “vote bank,” commanding enduring popularity among Afghanistan’s 
ethnic Uzbeks—once called Dostum a “known killer.” The US State Department 
had echoed Ghani, calling Dostum “the quintessential warlord,” and then went a 
step further and denied him a visa to travel to the United States. 



The root of the criticism, he insisted, was political. “Our opponents . . . they 
fabricate a lot of things against us to give a wrong picture to the American 
public,” he said. The charge that he had assaulted political rivals was, he added, 
“a very unfair allegation. It’s a political motivation. The reason why is first, I 
have risen from a very deprived ethnic group. The second, I was from a poor 
family. Third, I had a vision for Afghanistan. I wanted justice, decentralized 
system, federalized system, all the people in Afghanistan including my people 
should have the same rights. So therefore they started blaming me unfairly.” The 
same, he said, was true of the alleged rampages of his forces. “I went to the 
northern part of Afghanistan and we fought alongside Afghan security forces to 
provide security for the provinces. People were so happy, we’ve done so many 
good things for the people!” He frowned again. “But instead of appreciating and 
saying thank you . . . they started again these political allegations. ... I believe 
that even Human Rights Watch and other human rights organizations are not just 
pure human rights organizations, they are also political. . . they fabricate what 
they want against you.” 

The visa denial seemed to have stung on a personal level for Dostum, who 
still regarded the Americans who armed him against the Taliban as blood 
brothers. “I believe I have been betrayed by my American friends ... we fought 
together, and after all these things, it’s a betrayal. But still the United States does 
not have another strong friend like Dostum, they don’t have it.” The Americans, 
he felt, had used him, “like tissue paper.” Indignant, he rattled off a list of friends 
who still stood by him, which included various military officials, an NYPD 
commissioner, Arnold Schwarzenegger, and Hillary Clinton, with whom he 
claimed to have bonded over women’s rights. “Ms. Clinton, by then she was 
senator, she visited Kabul, they invited me. ... I told the story of that American 
lady who was coordinating the air force operation in Kunduz, then she laughed 
and said you should come to the United States and you should share this story 
with female pilots there.” He paused, eyeing me again. “So she also invited me 



to visit the United States,” he repeated, in case I hadn’t gotten that part. (When 
Clinton came to Kabul for Hamid Karzai’s inauguration, Richard Holbrooke had 
swooped in to prevent her from shaking Dostum’s hand.) In any case, the father 
of a slain CIA agent had given him a key to the city of Winfield, Alabama. “I 
don’t need any visa,” Dostum sniffed. “I have the key, I can go anytime I want!” 

Still, Dostum appeared to realize that his image was in need of renovation. 
“It’s our fault we couldn’t tell the American public what kind of good friend to 
the United States we are.” He sighed. For him, the real story had always been 
simple. “You have a strong, bad enemy like al-Qaeda who is terrorizing your 
people and also you have a strong and good friend like Dostum, who is ready to 
fight against your enemy and avenge the blood of your people who innocently 
were killed in the United States.” Dostum, like an Afghan Bob Dole, referred to 
himself in third person a lot. “We’re partners,” he went on. “We fought against 
the same enemy for a good cause.” 

This was General Dostum as seen by himself, or at least how he hoped 
reporters like me would see him: a misunderstood champion of his people. He 
was an animal lover who wept over injured deer. A warlord with a heart of gold. 
The people’s warlord! He was even, briefly, a fitness guru, responsible for 
“Fitness for All”—the Kabul equivalent of Michelle Obama’s “Let’s Move!” 
“When he needed to fight he did that, but now we need peace and he is doing 
this,” a security guard at the palace told reporters when the program rolled out. 
“It will encourage the young to start doing sports when they see the vice 
president exercising every morning.” Behind him, General Dostum, clad in 
athleisure, did jumping jacks. Photos of Dostum huffing and puffing his way 
through aerobics sessions, overlaid with Dari slogans, were “liked” by thousands 
of loyal followers on his official Facebook page. “Exercise: today’s willpower, 
tomorrow’s show of vigor!” one was captioned. “Sports attire is the attire of 
virtue!” added another. 

“Do you resent the term warlord?” I asked Dostum. 



“The war was imposed on me,” he said. “If any enemy comes to your home, 
what should you do? You have to defend yourself.” He thought for a moment. 
“Not warlord,” he decided. “I would say peacelord.” 

At this, the eyebrows of General Dostum’s loyal translator shot up. 


When I asked him about the mass grave at Dasht-i-Leili, Dostum initially gave 
the same answer the Americans had given for years. “There are so many 
graves,” he said, shaking his head. “So many bodies.” These, he swore, were 
from other periods—from when he was in exile in Turkey, before 9/11, and his 
second-in-command betrayed him. It was that commander, Malek, he said, who 
was responsible for most of the bodies in the desert. “But specifically ,” I pressed, 
“the prisoners from Kunduz after the uprising at Qala-i-Jangi.” 

Dostum grunted wearily. He’d been waiting for this. “The fact is, they took 
the prisoners in Kunduz on the open lorry car, sent to Sheberghan.” Dostum said 
he, personally, had seen to it that the prisoners were loaded. It was an ugly 
process. “Some of them run, some were hiding,” he conceded. But they were, 
when he was there, in open trucks. This was very possibly true, as far as that 
particular leg of the journey went. 

But according to multiple eyewitness accounts, the convoy from Kunduz 
didn’t go directly to Sheberghan. Instead, it, and, eventually, surviving prisoners 
from the uprising at Qala-i-Jangi, stopped at a fort called Qala-i-Zeini. One 
driver who talked to the press in 2002 said he had been hired to drive a closed 
container truck—the kind with a sealable metal enclosure for freight, generally 
about forty feet by eight—to the site. According to him, other drivers, and 
surviving prisoners, Dostum’s men herded screaming detainees into the 
containers. In some cases, they hogtied prisoners and threw them in. Ten 
prisoners who survived and made it to Guantanamo Bay told an FBI official they 
were “stacked like cordwood,” hundreds to a truck, before the doors were 



slammed and locked. A villager told reporters that those who didn’t move fast 
were beaten viciously. “The only purpose” of the operation, he said, “was to kill 
the prisoners.” The horror stories that survivors told are what followed Dostum 
most forcefully all those years. They spoke of screaming and beating the walls, 
of licking sweat and urine to stave off death by dehydration, of gnawing each 
other’s limbs, from hunger or madness. 

It was a well-worn method of execution in the Afghan desert—locking 
prisoners in containers and allowing them to burn alive or suffocate, depending 
on the season. That November, the cold air would have made suffocation and 
dehydration the method of killing. Dostum’s men allegedly carried out the entire 
operation. Each driver was joined by at least one soldier in the cab of the truck. 
When drivers tried to punch holes in the containers for ventilation or to 
discretely pass in water bottles, they claimed they were beaten by Dostum’s 
forces. Survivors claimed that in some cases those soldiers even opened fire 
directly into the trucks, silencing the screams. The drivers who talked said the 
convoys continued for days. A top secret cable sent by the State Department’s 
Bureau of Intelligence and Research concluded that “we believe the number of 
Taliban deaths during transport to Sheberghan prison may have been higher than 
the widely reported 1,000.” A three-letter US intelligence agency, redacted in the 
version of the cable released through a Freedom of Information Act request, 

“puts the number at least 1,500, and the actual number may approach 2,000.” 

Dostum sighed when I raised the allegations. In the past, one of his 
spokespeople had said only that there were accidental deaths from preexisting 
injuries. Dostum told me a different story. “The road,” he explained, “It was 
closed. Chimtal road and also Balkh road was closed because the Taliban was 
there, revolting.” Most of the prisoners, he insisted, stayed in open cars. “But in 
probably one container there is Taliban.” 

“One container?” I asked. This would allow for perhaps one sixth of the count 
given by even the most conservative eyewitness estimates. 



“In one container,” Dostum’s translator said confidently. As he spoke, 

Dostum began tilting his head back and forth, jutting out his lower lip, 
reconsidering. 

“Probably two or three containers,” he conceded. 

“Who put them in the containers?” I asked. 

“This commander, the local commanders who were supposed to transfer 
them, probably they were scared because of revolt in Qala-i-Jangi. The road was 
blocked in Chimtal and Balkh. They thought they might also escape and they 
will attack them, and they put them in two to three containers.” 

I asked for a name. Dostum was impatiently wiggling his knees again. “The 
commander, his name was Kamal Khan, he was one of them, yeah.” Dostum ran 
a hand down one side of his face. “Plus one commander, his name was Hazarat 
Chunta, he probably opened fire.” Dostum and his aides didn’t suggest that 
either commander had faced repercussions for the incident, and said they were 
unsure of where they were, years later. 

Dostum sidestepped questions as to exactly how much of this he had ordered. 
The fact that prisoners had died, he said, was a surprise. According to his version 
of events, he was eating lunch at Kunduz when an aide arrived to inform him. “ 
‘Some Taliban prisoner were killed in container,’ ” the aide told him, “And I 
asked them, ‘Have you showed them to Red Cross?’ They said ‘no.’ Then [I] was 
very upset with him: ‘Why didn’t you show it to the Red Cross?! You are just 
trying to undermine my credibility. My enemies will use it against me. I’m trying 
to be fair in this war. . . you had to show to the Red Cross.” But according to the 
Physicians for Human Rights investigators, the Red Cross didn’t gain access 
until weeks later, when the killing was done and the secrets buried. I struggled to 
envision Dostum telling anyone to call the Red Cross, ever. 

Whatever Dostum’s knowledge of the deaths, the available evidence suggests 
that he was involved in the subsequent cover-up. The declassified State 
Department intelligence cables said more needed to be done to protect witnesses, 



who were disappearing. Dostum and one of his commanders had “been 
implicated in abuses perpetrated against several witnesses connected with the 
events surrounding the Dasht-e-Leili site. One eyewitness reported to have 
operated a bulldozer used at the site to bury bodies was killed and his body 
discovered in the desert. At least three Afghans who worked on issues involving 
the mass grave have been beaten or are missing.” The UN concluded that still 
another witness was imprisoned by Dostum’s forces and had been tortured. 

I had to ask Dostum twice about the disappearing witnesses. Finally, I handed 
him a copy of the cable itself. He eyed it with no discernable reaction then 
handed it to an aide. “Is it possible,” I asked, “this accusation that witnesses 
were killed and intimidated afterwards?” 

He shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t recall.” 

Thornier still was the question of how much the Americans saw. The witness 
whose testimony Nathaniel Raymond brought to John Kerry and the Senate 
Foreign Relations Committee had been a translator for American forces at 
Kunduz and Qala-i-Jangi. He claimed to have been present during the transfer of 
prisoners into containers—and to have witnessed two Americans, in blue jeans, 
speaking English, at the site, watching the proceedings. “Who’s going to be at 
Dasht-i-Leili on November 30th and December 1st, 2001, speaking English and 
wearing blue jeans?” Raymond said. 

“When I left Qala-i-Jangi... all the time, American colleagues accompanied 
me,” Dostum told me. He was adamant about this, a point of personal pride for 
him as he defended his faltering relationship with the nation that had used him to 
achieve victory, and now seemed intent on turning its back on him. He said that 
Mark Nutsch, the captain of Special Forces Team 595, had been by his side 
almost constantly, an assertion Nutsch said was generally accurate: “Yeah . . .,” 
he recalled, “we worked very closely with [Dostum] nearly every day.” 

“Were any of the Americans assigned to Qala-i-Zeini [where the containers 
were loaded]?” I asked Dostum. 



“All of them was with me,” he replied, tapping his foot impatiently. “They 
wrongly accused,” he added, referring to suggestions in the human rights 
community that Americans may have been involved in the slaughter. “They say 
‘oh, Dostum he killed, Americans were firing.’ It’s not true.” Dostum offered this 
exoneration as evidence of his loyalty to the Americans. But his conviction that 
the Americans were by his side during the incident raised another set of difficult 
questions about whether the Special Forces and CIA personnel witnessed any of 
the communications between Dostum and his commanders about the murders, 
and failed to either stop them, or report them after the fact. 

Nutsch told me he knew of no abuses. “My team has been investigated 
multiple times over this,” he said. “We did not witness, nor observe, anything.” 
Just as Dostum considered the American special forces blood brothers, the 
camaraderie was apparent on Nutsch’s side. “I saw him as a charismatic leader. 
Led from the front. Took care of his guys,” he added. In a celebratory 
Hollywood rendition of 595’s collaboration with Dostum called 12 Strong, 
Nutsch was portrayed, with exaggerated brawn and smolder, by Chris 
Hemsworth, the actor who played the superhero Thor. Nutsch grew testy when I 
asked a series of questions about the more complicated realities of the story. 
“Dostum’s enemies are the ones accusing him of these things,” he said. When I 
told him Dostum had admitted the killings may have occurred, and suggested 
two of his commanders may have been involved, Nutsch paused, then replied, “I 
don’t have a reaction to that.” 

As I pressed Dostum on how much the Americans knew or should have 
known, he grew restless. He had a cold, he reminded me. At one point, he 
stopped me mid-question. “Listen, every school has a break after one hour,” he 
growled, and changed the subject. “You should have some [questions about] 
women, children,” an aide offered hurriedly. When I turned to the Americans 
again, Dostum narrowed his eyes at me. “You are asking so many 
questions. . . . I’m curious, the way you are asking questions, it’s not for the 



book, not for creating a scenario . . . why in so much detail, asking this 
questions?” The warm air in the Vice Presidential Palace was heavy. Dostum 
seemed to be reaching his limit. “I was always very truthful, committed to my 
friendship, I never betrayed,” he said at one point. His eyes darted to his son 
Babur, who stood at attention, M4 in hand. “But I hope you will not do the same 
to me.” I debated how to respond to this. Then Dostum roared with laughter. 
“You asked for only thirty more minutes!” he explained. I laughed, relieved. 
“I’m over time! I’ve betrayed your schedule!” General Dostum knew a good 
warlord joke. 

As we wound down our last night of interviews, soft gymnasium mats were 
being laid out in the hall of the palace, in anticipation of a match of kurash, a 
traditional Central Asian martial art. Soon, about fifty boys and men in blue and 
white Adidas judo robes filed in, pairing off, circling each other, jabbing and 
sparring until one slammed to the ground. It was, Dostum remarked with pride, 
completely intertribal: Uzbeks against Pashtun, Hazara against Tajik. The men 
hailed from nine provinces. After each fight, the combatants kissed. But it was 
hard to say whether this looked more like reconciliation or war: the audible 
snaps of twisted limbs sounded through the hall late into the night, and some of 
the boys limped away, wincing. As the fights began, a dombra, a traditional 
Turkic lute, sounded spare notes, and the assembled spectators broke into song, 
in Uzbek: 


Let’s be strong 
Let’s live like a man 
Like Dostum, 

Let’s serve our country 
Let’s respect each other 
Like Dostum 



Be born like a man 
Live like a man 
Be truthful, loyal 
Don ’t betray each other 
And be friends 
Like Dostum 

Mosquitoes darted in the hot air. Dostum, draped in a traditional Uzbek cape 
of shiny blue silk, sat on his throne, clutching his Chanel mug. As he watched, 
his eyes filled with tears. 


A few months after I left Dostum’s palace, he stood in a blizzard in 
Sheberghan, listening to another song. He was attending a game of buzkashi, and 
before the goat was slaughtered, local musicians broke into a tribute to martyrs 
in the fight against the Taliban. The lyrics struck a personal chord: A month 
earlier, the Taliban had ambushed his convoy, injuring him and killing several 
members of his Junbish militias. In a video of the match, Dostum can be seen on 
the sidelines, eyes pressed shut, lips trembling, taking silent, heaving sobs. Fat 
snowflakes swirled as he took out a white handkerchief and wiped both eyes. 

As the match began—fifteen horses surging into the fray, the intricate scoring 
rules passed on from Genghis Khan’s era incomprehensible to any casual 
observer—another fight broke out in the stands. Dostum swung a punch at a 
longtime political rival, Ahmad Ischi. It got much worse from there: The vice 
president toppled Ischi and ground a heel into his neck as more than a thousand 
attendees watched. “I can kill you right now, and no one will ask,” Ischi later 
claimed Dostum told him. Witnesses said they saw Dostum’s men drag Ischi’s 
bloodied body into a truck and drive away with him. Ischi later claimed Dostum 
and his men held him captive for five days, beating him mercilessly and raping 



him with a Kalashnikov. Forensic evidence provided to the press seemed to back 
up Ischi’s claims that he suffered severe internal injuries. General Dostum said 
the allegations were a conspiracy to remove him from power. He had responded 
the same way when an eerily similar charge of physical abuse was brought by 
another political rival eight years earlier. 

Dostum’s grip on power had been slipping for some time. Months earlier, he 
groused to me that “the Doctors”—President Ashraf Ghani and Chief Executive 
Abdullah Abdullah—ignored him. The year before that, he had burst into tears at 
a meeting of the Afghan National Security Council. “No one returns my calls!” 
he howled. The new allegations plunged him into political crisis. “For the 
Afghan government nobody is above the law. Rule of law and accountability 
begins in the government itself and we are committed to it,” said a government 
spokesperson, as they announced a criminal investigation. 

A six-month standoff ensued, revealing yet again the perils of installing 
warlords to senior government posts. At one point, soldiers and policemen 
surrounded the Vice Presidential Palace, attempting to arrest Dostum and his 
aides. But Dostum commanded his own independent militia, and so police feared 
the entire neighborhood in Kabul might turn into a war zone. They left empty- 
handed. Later, when President Ghani left Afghanistan to attend a security 
conference in Europe, Dostum and a coterie of armed guards arrived at the 
presidential compound and unilaterally announced that he was serving as acting 
president in Ghani’s absence, to the alarm of the international community. Ghani 
returned before Dostum could act on that threat. 

Across Afghanistan in 2017, the wobbly structures of the American-brokered 
post-9/11 government were straining against the warlords, popping rivets. In 
Takhar province, a warlord associated with one prominent Islamist party, 
Commander Bashir Qanet, created his own police state, opening fire on 
supporters of the central government. In Mazar-i-Sharif, a provincial councilman 
named Asif Mohmand got into a social-media fight with Atta Mohammed Noor, 



threatening to “pump 30 bullets into your head and then help myself to you” in a 
Facebook post. When Atta sent his forces to arrest Mohmand, he found 
Mohmand had his own militias protecting him. The ensuing firefight killed two 
and wounded seventeen people and plunged Mazar-i-Sharif International Airport 
into bloody chaos. The Taliban was in resurgence as well. And its forces were 
joined by another rising threat still more troubling to the Americans: an ISIL 
affiliate called the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant, Khorasan Province. The 
group was smaller than al-Qaeda, but, by 2017, proving similarly resilient in 
grinding battles of attrition in the Afghan mountains. 

Back in America, Donald Trump had, as a candidate, preached the virtues of 
withdrawal. “We should leave Afghanistan immediately,” he had said. The war 
was “wasting our money,” “a total and complete disaster.” But, once in office, 
Donald Trump, and a national security team dominated by generals, pressed for 
escalation. Richard Holbrooke had spent his final days alarmed at the dominance 
of generals in Obama’s Afghanistan review, but Trump expanded this 
phenomenon almost to the point of parody. General Mattis as secretary of 
defense, General H. R. McMaster as national security advisor, and retired 
general John F. Kelly formed the backbone of the Trump administration’s 
Afghanistan review. In front of a room full of servicemen and women at Fort 
Myer Army Base, in Arlington, Virginia, backed by the flags of the branches of 
the US military, Trump announced that America would double down in 
Afghanistan. A month later, General Mattis ordered the first of thousands of new 
American troops into the country. It was a foregone conclusion: the year before 
Trump entered office, the military had already begun quietly testing public 
messaging, informing the public that America would be in Afghanistan for 
decades, not years. After the announcement, the same language cropped up 
again, this time from Trump surrogates who compared the commitment not to 
other counterterrorism operations, but to America’s troop commitments in 
Korea, Germany, and Japan. “We are with you in this fight,” the top general in 



Afghanistan, John Nicholson, Jr., told an audience of Afghans. “We will stay 
with you.” 

Where Obama had proposed a “civilian surge” and at least gestured toward 
the importance of amplifying American diplomacy in the region, Trump simply 
acknowledged that the Pentagon would be setting policy. He mentioned 
negotiation, but more as a distant mirage than a reality. “Someday, after an 
effective military effort, perhaps it will be possible to have a political settlement 
that includes elements of the Taliban in Afghanistan,” he told the officers at Fort 
Myer. “But nobody knows if or when that will ever happen.” In light of the 
situation at Foggy Bottom—with the office of the special representative for 
Afghanistan and Pakistan shuttered, and no permanent assistant secretary for 
South and Central Asia—this seemed a fair characterization. 

Meanwhile, America’s longest war continued without end, without even the 
hope of an end. I was reminded of something General Dostum had told me, in 
that grassy hall, under winking Christmas-tree lights, with a tank full of sharks 
burbling absurdly in the background. 

He’d been so rowdy as a small child that his mother, he said, had finally tied a 
rope to his hand. “Don’t go away,” she admonished him. Dostum had slipped his 
rope and wandered off almost immediately. 

“Are you still hard to control?” I asked. 

“Of course,” he said. “Childhood is childhood. But when it comes to 
reality ... if something is right, I support. If it’s the right thing, it has 
logic . . . but if it’s unjust, does not have the logic, if it’s not true, no one can 
control me.” 

He spread his legs wide and thrust his chin forward. “In the end,” he said with 
an impish smile, like we were both in on the joke, “you should title the book 
Dostum: He Is Telling the Truth and Discouraging All Lies.” In a way, he was 
right. Abdul Rashid Dostum and his legacy did reveal hard truths: about the 
United States, and how it wound up in an infinite war at the ends of the earth. 
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WHITE BEAST 


Some of the beards were henna red, some white or black, but all of the men 
had them. They sat in the late afternoon sun, in patterned headscarves and prayer 
caps, sipping tea. When I saw them, the men were huddled around metal coffee 
tables in a walled garden near the Embasoira Hotel in Asmara, Eritrea. It was the 
first days of 2008 and, in the midst of a Horn of Africa plunged into chaos, 
Asmara was a mirage of calm. Its wide boulevards were shaded by low palm 
trees and acacias and lined by immaculately preserved architectural jewels in a 
collision of styles—romanesque, deco, baroque, cubist—left behind from 
decades of Italian colonial rule. Even the name Asmara, meaning “they made 
them unite” in Tigrinya, was a beautiful deception for a city that was, at that 
moment, teeming with warring elements, cast out of the maelstrom of nearby 
Somalia. The men sipping tea at the Embasoira were among them. My 
interpreter leaned in and whispered conspiratorially: “There they are!” 

“Who?” I asked. 

He shook his head—a shake that said, so far as I could tell, that this meant 


trouble—and replied: “The men from the Islamic Courts.” In Somalia, the loose 
coalition of Shari'a courts known as the Islamic Courts Union (ICU) had once 
served as the sole alternative to that country’s normal state of chaos: a roiling 
cauldron of warlords, crossing and double-crossing without end. The courts were 
retrograde but largely without violent ambition. Nevertheless, the United States, 
gripped with fear that Somalia might become the next Afghanistan, threw its 
weight behind a succession of local fighting forces with the intention of ousting 
the ICU. Not long after the decision to arm Dostum and his fellow commanders, 
the CIA set to work building a similar set of alliances with Somalia’s warlords. 
Later, when those alliances backfired spectacularly and galvanized support for 
the ICU, the Pentagon turned to the Ethiopian military, backing an invasion that 
scattered the leaders of the courts to cities like Asmara, leaving behind radical 
elements and hastening the rise of the terror group al-Shabaab. By that afternoon 
just over a year later, when I saw the exiled ICU officials outside of the 
Embasoira, that transformation was already under way. The Americans had 
taken a local nuisance and turned it into a terrifying new threat to international 
security. 

In the Horn of Africa, as in Afghanistan, a struggle for control of American 
foreign policy was playing out in the formative years after 9/11. In both cases, 
military and intelligence solutions won out. In both cases, the United States 
actively sabotaged opportunities for diplomacy. And in both cases, the 
destabilizing effect was felt continents and cultures away. 


It is difficult to imagine a place farther from Somalia than Wooburn Green, in 
Buckinghamshire, England, a working-class suburb of London. And it was 
difficult to imagine a person less likely to be affected by the chaos of the Horn of 
Africa than Sally Evans, whom I first saw in the narrow kitchenette of one of 
Wooburn Green’s low brick houses in 2016. Evans was fifty-eight, with graying 



hair cropped in a no-nonsense pageboy bob, and sensible shoes. She was 
pottering around, offering me a cup of instant coffee. “We’re just ordinary 
people,” she said, looking out at the hedge-lined street outside her window. “I 
never thought it would happen. No.” But Sally Evans carried with her a secret 
utterly alien to the rest of the mothers on her street in Wooburn Green. 

Evans’s sons, Thomas and Micheal, grew up together. In home videos, they 
are interchangeable: carefree, skinny boys laughing and playing, with identical, 
tousled brown hair. “We kinda did everything together,” Micheal told me. “We 
had the same group of friends growin’ up.” Thomas was nineteen when that 
began to change. When he converted to Islam, Sally said, she took it as a 
positive, a sign that he was looking for more moral structure in his life. But that 
was before Thomas moved to a hard-line conservative mosque. After that, she 
recalled, “Little things began to change. Like his appearance, he grew the beard. 
Stopped listening to music. And he wouldn’t eat my food anymore. What I 
cooked wasn’t right for him anymore because it wasn’t halal meat. He just 
isolated himself from us.” Some of the developments had an air of absurdity. 
Thomas wouldn’t be in the living room as long as a Christmas tree was up 
during the holidays. 

He began to spend more and more time behind closed doors, at his computer. 
“He was always upstairs in the bedroom,” Sally recalled. “I can’t believe he sat 
on there just, you know, browsing Facebook or whatever,” Micheal added. “He 
was on there specifically to look at—” he paused. “Look at things he was told to 
look at.” 

Then Thomas began trying to leave the country. In February 2011, he was 
stopped by counterterrorism police at Heathrow, on the verge of flying to Kenya. 
A few months later, he successfully boarded a flight to Egypt. Initially, he told 
his mother he was traveling to study Arabic. But Evans disappeared for months, 
and, when he reemerged, calling Sally in January 2012, it was to say he was in 
Somalia. He had joined al-Shabaab. “He told us, didn’t he?” she said, turning to 



Micheal. “To go online and look at them. See who they were. And that’s when I 
realized what he’d become.” Sally pleaded with her son to come home. She told 
him that what he was doing “wasn’t right.” Thomas just kept invoking Allah. “I 
said, ‘No, no, no,’ ” she told me. “ ‘No god would guide you to this.’ ” 

Over the ensuing year, mother and son fell into a strange rhythm. Thomas, 
who changed his name to Abdul Hakim and earned the nom de guerre “White 
Beast,” would call home every few weeks. The updates on the life of the White 
Beast—a persona in which she struggled to see the son she had raised—became 
increasingly alien. In one call, he told her he had married a thirteen- or fourteen- 
year-old girl who spoke no English. In others, he talked around the violence of 
his new life. Sally Evans chronicled some of the conversations in a series of 
journals. “Thomas rang,” she wrote in one in 2012. “I asked him if he’d hurt 
anybody, and he didn’t answer.” 


A year after Thomas left home I stooped to the ground in a Nairobi alley and 
picked up an empty bullet shell. Behind me, the plaster facade of the Westgate 
shopping mall was still pockmarked from recent gunfire. I was there, with a 
television crew, reporting on a recent attack that gave an unambiguous answer to 
the question Sally Evans had posed: If her son was not hurting anyone, his 
fellow recruits certainly were. 

A succession of survivors of al-Shabaab’s most elaborate attack yet, just 
weeks earlier, joined me in the bullet-strewn alley and shared memories that 
were still raw and painful. Preeyam Sehmi, an artist, had kissed her fiancee 
goodbye, run an errand, and met a friend for coffee at the upscale mall, not far 
from her home. She and the friend had bantered for an hour about Sehmi’s work 
as a local artist before she rose to pay their bill at around 12:30 p.m. She was 
waiting for change when a deafening blast rocked the building. She had no idea 
what was happening. “I just saw people flying off their chairs and over tables,” 



she recalled. Then “everyone was on the floor,” some crawling for safety, others 
now still and lifeless. She remembered the scene in slow motion, “like being in a 
movie.” Sehmi took shelter in a nearby clothing store, and waited, covering her 
ears for wave after wave of gunshots and screams. 

Young men with machine guns, most in plain clothes, some wearing 
headscarves, were ripping through the mall, hurling grenades and shredding 
men, women, and children with bullets. Those who survived the initial attacks 
were taken hostage and subjected to grisly torture and mutilations. The attackers 
held the mall for three days against attempted interventions by Kenyan 
authorities. Sehmi was one of the lucky ones to escape, spirited away by police 
officers after six tense hours in hiding. By the conclusion of the raid, seventy- 
two people had been killed, sixty-one of them civilians. 

Al-Shabaab quickly claimed responsibility, saying it was counteracting 
foreign meddling in Somalia. The group had successfully launched attacks 
outside of Somalia before, including bombings in Uganda in 2010 that left 
seventy-six dead. The mall shooting was a stark reminder of its international 
aspirations. The United States saw the shooting as “a direct threat,” and 
dispatched FBI agents to the scene of the wreckage to search for clues. 

Thomas Evans claimed, to his family, that he wasn’t directly involved in the 
mall attack. But he cheered it on from afar. This, he said, was the reason he had 
joined al-Shabaab. “Spoke to Thomas 14th Nov 2013, not a good phone call,” 
Sally Evans wrote in a diary entry shortly after the incident. “We rowed about 
that shopping mall siege in Kenya. Selfishly, I’m relieved he wasn’t involved but 
very angry with him because he thinks it’s okay to murder innocent men women 
and children out shopping.” 


The destruction of Sally Evans’s family, and the violence wrought by the 
group Thomas Evans and other young men around the world flocked to join in 
that period, were tied to a long cycle of US foreign policy. The parallels between 



America’s alliances in Afghanistan and Somalia, it turned out, reached back 
decades. For years, the Soviet Union and the Americans attempted to buy the 
loyalty of Somalia’s authoritarian strongman, Siad Barre, hoping to gain control 
of the strategically placed country. After Barre was overthrown, the country 
descended into pandemonium, livened by guns from the United States and other 
foreign backers, like Libya’s Muammar Gaddafi and nearby Ethiopia. 
International attempts to protect humanitarian interests ended in grisly failure. 
For most Americans, the word “Somalia” evokes the phrase “Black Hawk 
Down,” the title of Mark Bowden’s book and the Hollywood film chronicling 
the 1993 Battle of Mogadishu, which took the lives of several American 
servicemen. Western forces withdrew and left the country to rule by warlord. 

Over the ensuing decade, only one alternative to the warlords emerged: the 
Shari‘a courts, which gained strength and became increasingly formalized in the 
early 2000s. Funded and armed by Ethiopia’s regional rival, Eritrea, the courts 
began to band together, and twelve united under a shared banner, as the ICU, in 
2004. 

In the wake of the 1998 bombings of US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania— 
and, more acutely, the 9/11 attacks—the ICU became a point of obsession for 
American leaders. But there was a problem: according to Africa experts fluent in 
the region’s complex dynamics, there was little basis for making Somalia a focal 
point in America’s newfound war on terror. “There was a feeling here after 9/11 
that Somalia might become the next Afghanistan. That it would become a 
terrorist training ground, a new source of support for global terrorism,” 

Princeton Lyman, who held two ambassadorships in Africa and was President 
Obama’s special envoy to Sudan, told me. “Really, Somalia didn’t lend itself to 
that.” In 2002, analyst Ken Menkhaus, who served as a counterterrorism 
consultant at the State Department and the UN, estimated that fewer than a 
dozen Somali nationals had “significant links” to al-Qaeda. “There’s no need to 
be rushing into Somalia,” one retired American diplomat, David Shinn, agreed. 



The ICU even appeared to have a stabilizing effect. The courts could be 
brutally conservative, amputating the limbs of thieves, stoning adulterers to 
death, and declaring sports illegal acts of Satanism. But they also evinced little 
extremist ambition beyond maintaining Islamic law within Somalia. Clerics with 
broader aspirations of jihad were a minority without much influence. Of the 
ninety-seven courts, just nine were under al-Shabaab control. Under ICU rule, 
ports and airports were opened for the first time in years. Even American 
diplomatic cables at the time acknowledged gains made in humanitarian access 
under court rule. 


But the United States military and intelligence communities became bent on 
toppling the courts. Direct intervention was a political nonstarter, in the shadow 
of the Black Hawk incident. And so, another covert proxy war took form. By 
2004, the CIA was quietly approaching warlords perceived to be secular and 
offering them alliances in exchange for counterterrorism cooperation. For the 
next two years, the agency financed clan leaders and warlords across Somalia. 
Run out of the CIA station in Nairobi, the operation was a small-scale proxy war. 
Pockets lined with US dollars, the warlords were expected to battle the ICU and 
suspected militants—regardless of whether or not they truly had ties to al-Qaeda. 
The operation broadened until “eventually there was a group of about a dozen 
militia leaders who came together with United States support,” recalled Matthew 
Bryden, who headed a United Nations group monitoring the flow of arms in the 
region. The US-backed warlords were even given a PR-friendly title: The 
Alliance for the Restoration of Peace and Counter-Terrorism, with an acronym 
unwieldy enough to make any government bureaucracy proud, ARPCT. The 
strategy was much the same as the agency’s embrace of Northern Alliance 
warlords in Afghanistan: These, ostensibly, were the better guys, if not the good 
guys. If they weren’t secular, at least they were more secular than the alternative. 



To say the Somali warlords came with complications would be an 
understatement. Ironically, many of them had fought American forces in the 
streets of Mogadishu in 1993. Some, like Yusuf Mohammed Siad—known on 
the battlefield as “White Eyes,” or, for those who recalled his reign of terror 
capturing swaths of Somalia in the 1990s, “The Butcher”—were for years 
closely allied with al-Qaeda. When Fazul Abdullah Mohammed, the notorious 
terrorist behind the 1998 bombings in Tanzania and Kenya, sought refuge from 
the CIA, it was White Eyes who gave him safe haven. After 9/11, he became a 
voluble source of anti-American sentiment. Nevertheless, he has claimed, in 
press interviews, that the CIA approached him during that very same period. 
“They offered me money, they offered me funding for the region I was 
controlling,” he said in 2011. At the time, he refused. 

Other advances were successful, however. Mohamed Afrah Qanyare was 
approached in late 2002 by CIA agents seeking the benefits of his private airport 
near Mogadishu, and his 1,500-strong militia. American military and intelligence 
officials sealed the deal in 2003, kicking off a series of regular meetings and a 
pricey friendship—by Qanyare’s estimation, $100,000 to $150,000 a month, for 
the use of the airport and, ostensibly, the loyalty of his men. Qanyare was among 
several warlords who, either at the behest of CIA officials or with their tacit 
understanding, began undertaking capture-and-kill operations of supposed 
Islamic terrorists. Sometimes, the targets of the warlords’ operations were simply 
executed. Other times, they were rendered into US custody, as in the case of 
Suleiman Ahmed Hemed Salim, who was transferred from Somalia to a series of 
prisons in Afghanistan. 

The CIA’s relationship with the warlords destabilized Somalia. Warlord rule 
had, by the mid-2000s, become deeply unpopular across the country. The 
capture-and-kill operations—often targeting imams and local prayer leaders 
without apparent links to international terrorist concerns—enflamed Islamist 
sentiment. “It’s a time bomb,” the mayor of Mogadishu said of American 



support for the warlords. “They are waiting, they want to weaken the 
government, and they are waiting any time that the government falls, so that 
each one will grab an area.” When a tenuous new transitional government for 
Somalia was installed in 2004 to try to counteract the warlords, its president, 
Abdullahi Yusuf Ahmed “wondered aloud why the US would want to start an 
open war in Mogadishu” during a meeting with the American ambassador. 

The warlord alliances, in the years after, became an albatross. Jendayi Frazer, 
assistant secretary of state for African affairs during the second George W. Bush 
administration, told me that the Department had inherited the policy from the 
CIA with little opportunity for input. “CIA action in Somalia in 2002 through 
2005 was in a restricted channel and not subject to very much interagency 
discussion or debate,” she said. When the relationships finally did arise in 
conversations outside of the CIA, through Richard A. Clarke’s Counter- 
Terrorism Security Group at the White House, it was “very much a surprise to 
everyone in the interagency other than the agency.” Frazer felt that the CIA 
wanted to check the box of notifying America’s diplomats without actually 
doing so. “Just to be blunt with you,” she told me, “I think they raised it to that 
NSC group in a way that ensured no one knew what they were talking about. So 
they could claim we knew.” 

Still, once Frazer and others in the diplomatic chain of command became 
aware of the alliances with the warlords, they began defending them. Diplomatic 
cables from 2006 describe a policy of using “non-traditional liaison partners 
(e.g., militia leaders)” in Somalia to “locat[e] and nullif[y] high value targets.” 
Diplomats who pushed back on the use of the warlords were quashed quickly. 
Michael Zorick, a political officer at the US embassy in Nairobi, filed a dissent 
cable on the subject and was promptly reassigned to Chad, a move that was 
widely perceived as punishment for asking too many questions. 



When a diplomatic option materialized, it was greeted as an inconvenience, 
something to be nipped in the bud. In 2004, Somalia’s neighbors came together 
in an intensive diplomatic effort to create an alternative to either the warlords or 
the courts. Somalia’s new transitional government presented a glimmer of hope. 
But it had little control beyond a few blocks of Mogadishu, and little ability to 
counteract the strongmen the US had empowered. And so, the members of the 
Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD)—a regional trade bloc 
that included Ethiopia, Djibouti, Eritrea, Sudan, Kenya, and Uganda—met in 
October 2004 and issued a unanimous call for African troops to deploy to 
Somalia, to ensure that the fledgling government stayed intact. Two months later, 
representatives from the transitional government, UN, African Union, European 
Union, and Arab states met in Kenya to discuss a plan for the mission. By the 
early months of 2005, the AU was on board, with heads of state adopting a 
resolution welcoming a “peace support mission.” The UN Security Council 
formally backed it by the end of the year. 

Tekeda Alemu, a veteran Ethiopian diplomat who was involved in the 
negotiations, felt that a regional peacekeeping force could have averted disaster. 
“I was the head of the Ethiopian delegation,” he told me. “And we accepted the 
proposal unanimously.” He noted with a raised eyebrow that even Ethiopia’s 
bitter regional rival, Eritrea, cooperated. (Ethiopia and Eritrea signing on to a 
shared peacekeeping initiative was like Israel and Hamas doing the same. It was 
an extraordinary development.) Alemu cut a distinguished profile, with short- 
cropped, graying hair, professorial spectacles, and just a hint of African new 
money bling: a chunky gold ring; an outsize watch with Swarovski crystals 
around the edge. When I spoke to him, he was sitting in his run-down office at 
the Ethiopian mission in midtown Manhattan, a world away from the Horn. We 
were on ample suede couches, the kind you’d get at a bargain furniture retailer 
like Raymour & Flanigan. A plastic ficus drooped behind him. “At that point, it 
was no problem with the US,” he told me with a sigh. “The problem would come 



later.” 

The “problem” was that, by the time the African nations began their effort to 
protect the transitional government from the warlords, the United States had 
already bet on the other side. The CIA and the Pentagon were fixated on the 
singular goal of destroying the Islamist threat, perceived or actual. Broader 
diplomatic initiatives in the region were a fly in the ointment, or, worse, a 
potential source of opposition to the factions with which the United States was 
working. Nominally, the American policy—articulated by State Department 
officials like Frazer—was noncommittal. But behind closed doors, the United 
States began waging a diplomatic battle to sabotage the deployment of 
peacekeepers. 

In early 2005, the international peacekeeping force was, after months of 
intense negotiation, essentially ready to go. The United States quietly pushed 
back—often through State Department officials, but enforcing policy that was, at 
its root, designed by the intelligence community. In February 2005, diplomat 
Marc Meznar, who represented the Population Refugees and Migration bureau at 
the American embassy in Brussels, met with an EU official, Mark Boucey, to 
make it clear that the United States would oppose the peacekeeping effort. At the 
time, an EU team was in Nairobi conducting fact-finding in support of the 
initiative, and was scheduled to travel to Mogadishu to help advance the 
international force several days later. Shortly after the meeting with Boucey, the 
EU team canceled the Mogadishu trip. The Pentagon worked its relationships as 
well: US deputy assistant secretary of defense for Africa Theresa Whelan met 
with an EU official named Matthew Reece, who subsequently declared the 
peacekeeping initiative the EU had once backed a “wildcat plan.” Several weeks 
later, when officials from individual EU allies began to offer their support for the 
peacekeepers, Tom Countryman—at the time the minister-counselor for political 
affairs at the US embassy in Rome—was dispatched to meet with Italian officials 
to try to ward them off. 



In the end, when international support for the operation had largely coalesced, 
all that remained was for an arms embargo on Somalia, imposed in 1992, to be 
lifted to allow the peacekeeping force to train soldiers. At the eleventh hour, the 
United States threw a wrench in the proceedings, sending a terse statement to the 
Council of Ministers from the regional players about to commit forces. “We do 
not plan to fund the deployment of IGAD troops in Somalia and are not prepared 
to support a UN Security Council mandate for IGAD deployment,” it read. Later, 
the United States publicly threatened to veto any initiative to bring peacekeepers 
to Somalia. The effort, finally, foundered. 

Colonel Rick Orth, the US defense attache at the time, explained the US 
opposition plainly: “We didn’t want to divert into this tertiary sideshow.” Since 
at least a few of the ICU leaders had historic ties to al-Qaeda, “the agency was 
running ops to go after selected individuals ... it was not an effort to have a 
broader solution, we were just going after more pointed targets.” 

Tekeda Alemu, the Ethiopian diplomat, said US opposition to the plan was 
palpable from the beginning. “It was very clear,” he recalled. “They didn’t even 
want to look at whether the plan we had would work or not, was good or not. It 
was not given an opportunity.” An aide placed a porcelain cup of Ethiopian 
black coffee in front of him. He picked it up, frowned, and then put it down, 
reflecting on the failed diplomatic effort. “Apparently they had some plan,” he 
said of the Americans, “to capture a few people in Mogadishu [using] warlords 
who had cooperated with them. Therefore, they didn’t want anybody to spoil 
that. . . . They had the project that they embraced, and didn’t want to be 
adversely affected in any way.” He picked up his coffee again. “And that’s how 
superpowers behave.” Alemu took a sip and smiled. 

US officials argued that there were legitimate reasons for their opposition. 
Lack of capacity among the African troop contributors was mentioned, as was 
cost. Above all, they argued that sending in so-called “frontline states”—direct 
neighbors to Somalia, such as Ethiopia—would enflame regional tensions. It was 



a canard: the plan already required that troops come from non-neighboring 
countries. But the Americans argued that even indirect support from the 
Ethiopians would be viewed within Somalia as a power grab from larger, 
stronger countries, and worsen the violence. It was a position that would soon 
after prove hauntingly hypocritical. 


With no peacekeeping force in place to oppose the warlords, only the Islamic 
Courts Union served as a counterbalance. Predictably, the courts grew more 
popular and powerful, taking control of territories across Somalia between 2004 
and 2006. Finally, after several months of brutal fighting, they wrested control of 
Mogadishu from the US-backed militias. “People started—the Mogadishu 
people—admiring this Islamic Court,” explained Tekeda. “They were able to 
defeat a group of people, those warlords, who had been supported by a big 
power. And the Islamic Court began to be lionized. That’s how they became very 
inflated, totally uncontrollable.” 

Shortly after the defeat of the CIA-allied warlords, the Pentagon began 
devising another plan to force out the ICU. Still allergic to direct intervention, 
the Americans turned to their long-standing ally—and Somalia’s regional rival— 
Ethiopia. The United States was Ethiopia’s largest donor. Thanks largely to 
American support, the country’s military was the most powerful in the region. 

US statements over the course of 2006 were careful to maintain distance from 
Ethiopia and its role leading what was increasingly perceived to be an American 
proxy war. “It’s not like we had big NSC meetings saying, 'Hey, why don’t we 
get the Ethiopian—’ No, we didn’t. The Ethiopians did this,” General Hayden, 
the CIA director at the time, offered haltingly when I asked about the United 
States’ role in the invasion. He shrugged. “They had their reasons for doing it.” 
But even he conceded the move fit neatly with American objectives. “Given the 
chaos that was Somalia at the time,” he said, “this was certainly a near-term 



palliative that was very welcome.” 

Many disputed the idea that the Ethiopian invasion simply fell into the 
Pentagon’s and the CIA’s laps. Simiyu Werunga, a former Kenyan military 
official and counterterrorism expert, said that “the dismantling of the Islamic 
Union would not have taken place without the support and resources of the 
American government. That is the general feeling in the region.” Supporting that 
narrative was a backdrop of covert collaboration between the two nations: after 
9/11, the CIA and the FBI had interrogated alleged terrorist suspects from 
nineteen countries in secret Ethiopian prisons notorious for the abuse, torture, 
and unexplained deaths of inmates. 

Evidence of the American role in the operation mounted over the course of 
2006. The US began publicly emphasizing the ICU’s human rights abuses and 
defending the idea of an Ethiopian intervention. Classified State Department 
memoranda from the period suggest a decision to back the invasion had already 
been made, with one noting that the US intended to “rally with Ethiopia if the 
‘Jihadistfs]’ took over.” It further clarified: “Any Ethiopian action in Somalia 
would have Washington’s blessing.” 

When Ethiopia did strike in December 2006, pouring thousands of troops into 
Somalia, it had more than an American blessing. US Special Forces covertly 
accompanied the Ethiopian troops, serving as advisers and trainers. The US 
Navy amassed on the coast to offer additional support, and American air strikes 
complemented those from Ethiopia’s own aircraft. “The US position is, 'Find out 
from the Ethiopians what they want, and we’ll provide,’ ” one senior defense 
official, who spoke on condition of anonymity because of the secrecy of the 
operation, said. “A lot of it was intelligence and special operation support. ... I 
was told that they were in more than an advisory capacity and they essentially 
teamed up with Ethiopian special forces.” 

The operation, in tactical terms, was a success. The combined might of 
Ethiopian troops and American support left the ICU splintered and in flight from 



Mogadishu by the new year. At a January 2007 dinner, Abu Dhabi crown prince 
Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed al Nahyan offered a casual compliment to US 
Central Command boss General John Abizaid: “The Somalia job was fantastic.” 


But, while the invasion successfully leveled the ICU’s formal structure, it also 
managed to give the Islamists a new lease on life. Protests against the newly 
installed Ethiopian forces began almost immediately. The invasion fit easily 
within the long-standing history of Somali animosity toward Ethiopia—a 
sentiment extremist elements moved to exploit. “The invasion legitimized the 
cause of al-Shabaab and won them a network of support both inside Somalia and 
outside in the diaspora, because they were able to claim a legitimate jihad” 
against the occupying forces, Bryden explained. Even Frazer conceded that 
“from a propaganda perspective, the invasion was quite helpful [to al-Shabaab], 
sure.” 

Further playing into al-Shabaab’s hand, the Ethiopian invasion had caused 
much of the moderate majority leadership of the ICU to flee Somalia. Those left 
behind tended to be hard-liners willing to stay and fight, including al-Shabaab 
leadership. Over the year following the invasion, al-Shabaab transformed from a 
fringe element with limited influence to a tactically relevant outfit with 
ambitions beyond Somalia’s borders—a group that would recruit around the 
world, with a bloody message that would reach a troubled, angry young man in a 
suburb of London and resonate with a brokenness in him that his family would 
never understand. 

Al-Shabaab was also deft at exploiting anti-American sentiment, claiming in 
one statement that “Jews” in the United States had sent Ethiopia to “defile” 
Somalia. Al-Qaeda, recognizing the strength of that narrative, fortified its 
support for the Somali extremist group. Recruitment rates soared. The period 
following the invasion from 2007 to 2009 was “al-Shabaab’s period of greatest 



growth,” Bryden recalled, “because they were an insurgency.” 


In 2008, the United States designated al-Shabaab a terrorist organization. A 
few years later, the group announced a formal affiliation with al-Qaeda, 
completing its shift in focus from Somali politics to global jihad. 


Ironically, to extricate Somalia from the pincers of al-Shabaab, the United 
States was forced to turn to what looked very much like the peacekeeping 
solution it had shunned in 2004. Starting in 2007, an international force—the 
African Union Mission in Somalia, or AMISOM—emerged as the sole potential 
antidote to the chaos. As the peacekeeping operation grew more robust, it 
“created the space ... for the Ethiopians to have a less visible role,” recalled 
Frazer, and eventually “to say that they were leaving, which then denied Shabaab 
that anti-occupation propaganda to the degree that it mattered.” 

The United States threw its support behind the new force over the ensuing 
years. In February 2012, it dispatched Marines to Uganda to train AMISOM 
combat engineers, now kitted out with American equipment from mine detectors 
to flak jackets. That effort was augmented by training from private contractors 
on America’s payroll. After so many years of resistance to the idea, the United 
States embraced a multinational peacekeeping force born of regional diplomacy, 
bringing the first signs of stability in years. The number of children killed or 
maimed in the fight between al-Shabaab and government forces declined. 
Elections resumed. 

Yet, as in Afghanistan, the scars of American misadventure remained and the 
warlords proved entrenched. Some, like White Eyes, went on to occupy high- 
ranking government ministry posts. And even the best-placed efforts to support 
the international peacekeepers at times backfired: According to a United Nations 
report, at one point up to half of the US-supplied weapons delivered to the 
African Union in Somalia ended up in al-Shabaab’s hands. 



The threat of al-Shabaab proved hard to roll back. In some ways, it was 
weakened and quelled. But Bryden, the former United Nations monitor, said the 
group had changed more than diminished. In response to its dwindling territory 
in Somalia, al-Shabaab was “abandoning guerilla tactics and returning to [its] 
roots as a largely clandestine terrorist organization,” focused on assassinations 
and IED attacks. “Its capabilities and tactics have become more sophisticated,” 
he explained. In the decade after I saw the exiled Islamic Courts leaders, sipping 
tea and plotting their next steps in Asmara, al-Shabaab added to its fatality list 
with each passing year. In September 2017, an attack on a Somali military base 
near the port town of Kismayo left more than twenty Somali military personnel 
dead. The United States remained in steady conflict with a group partly of its 
own making, launching a fresh spate of air strikes in the last months of that year. 

Opinions vary on al-Shabaab’s international reach. Anders Folk, a former FBI 
agent who served on a taskforce focused on the group, called the prospect of a 
successful attack in the United States “possible.” He added: “Do they have the 
aspiration to conduct violent terrorist attacks against innocents in the United 
States? Their rhetoric tells us absolutely.” 


For some, the group’s international reach had been clear for years. On the 
evening of June 14, 2015, Sally Evans was alone in her living room when she 
got the worst phone call of her life. “It was twenty-five to ten on a Sunday 
night,” she remembered. “And it was a reporter, asking me about how I felt 
about the death of my son.” She told the reporter he wasn’t dead. “And I could 
hear he was backtracking,” she said. “Thinking ‘I’ve told her something she 
doesn’t know.’ ” An hour later, Micheal, her other son, got home. “I walked in 
the front door. And as I come in here my mom was sat at the living room table. 
And I could just tell something wasn’t right straightaway.” Micheal got on 
Twitter. At first, he thought to search for Thomas Evans. Then he typed in his 



new name, the name of a man they never felt they truly knew, Abdul Hakim. 
“And that’s the first thing to come up, was a picture from the Kenyan army. And 
it had all the bodies laid out in the street and laying in the dirt. And it was 
obvious it was him.” Obvious, but, for Sally, hard to reconcile with the man she 
had raised. “I was devastated to see my son lying on the ground like he was. And 
he was,” she paused, collecting herself, “he looked so skinny. Just didn’t look 
like my Thomas.” 

A video, shot by Thomas and released shortly after his death by al-Shabaab as 
propaganda, showed the final moments of the suburban jihadi’s life. Earlier that 
month, under cover of darkness, he and his fellow terrorists had launched an 
attack on a military base in Northern Kenya. The video shows the quiet night 
shattering into explosions of gunfire and sparks, red and pink and blue. Evans, 
finally, is hit, the camera tumbling to the ground. “I have to admit, yes I have 
watched that,” Sally Evans said. “No mother should have to see that. That was 
awful. And it wasn’t— it was just hearing—hearing the final moments, as a 
mom, and there was nothing I could do.” 

Thomas’s death was an emotional paradox for his family. “I hope God will 
forgive me,” Sally Evans said, “but I am relieved that Hakim is gone. ’Cause he 
can’t do that anymore. Can’t inflict pain on anybody anymore.” His pictures 
were still all over her home. She laughed, flipping through albums with Micheal, 
looking at childhood photos of two spindly, pale boys with toothy smiles. “They 
had him 99 percent, but there was that 1 percent that he was still my son,” she 
said. “I can’t let that go.” Even when he became Abdul Hakim, “He always said, 
‘I love you, Mom.’ ” 

When she finally had to catch the bus to work, Sally Evans walked me to the 
door and let me out onto the street in Wooburn Green. I thanked her for her time 
and expressed sympathy for her loss. With some effort, she smiled. “It never 
goes away,” she said, “does it?” 
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THE SHORTEST SPRING 


The security officers reversed hard, pulling away as protesters gave chase, 
swarming their armored Humvee. In an explosion of dust and debris, the vehicle 
hit a barrier on the edge of Cairo’s 6th October Bridge, uprooting a light post and 
sending it over the edge to shatter on the concrete fifty feet below. The Humvee 
teetered and then plunged. It landed on its roof, hard. Blood stained the ground. 
The crowd below closed around the wreckage, throwing stones and shouting. It 
was August 14, 2013, and the bridge was filled with protesters against Egypt’s 
military regime. For them, that hole in the barrier was a symbol of hope: a 
punch, delivered to the military and its escalating crackdowns. 

Teo Butturini, an Italian photographer, had woken early that morning to a call 
from another journalist, warning him that police were storming a massive protest 
at Rabaa al-Adawiya Square. Demonstrators there and at al-Nahda in Giza had 
taken to the streets after the military overthrow of the country’s democratically 
elected Muslim Brotherhood president, Mohammed Morsi, six weeks earlier. 

The protests had gradually evolved into semi-permanent encampments, stoking 


ever more ire from the military regime. The resulting crackdown had been 
anticipated. The government would later emphasize that the protesters had been 
warned. 

By the time Butturini and the group of thousands moving with him reached 
the bridge, police had surrounded the area. He heard the boom of the Humvee 
crashing to the ground, and saw the protesters surging. That’s when Egyptian 
security forces opened fire on the crowd. “The army start to shoot at us,” he 
recalled. “And people start to fall down close to me.” Butturini took cover 
behind a pylon under the bridge. It wasn’t until forces started hurling tear gas 
that he felt he had to run—making a dash toward the cover of nearby buildings. 
He didn’t make it far. “I heard five bullets passing close to me, and hitting me on 
the left side,” he remembered. Butturini struggled through the streets, bleeding, 
waving his hands at passing cars. Finally, one stopped and took him to a 
hospital. 

Emergency room doctors saved his life by removing most of a bullet- 
shredded kidney. The rest was a daze. His strongest memory was of the bodies: 
dozens piled in the back of military trucks, and more overwhelming the hospital. 
“I tried to scream,” he said, “but I’m not sure any sound came out.” Butturini, a 
meticulous photojournalist who had kept snapping pictures through other violent 
crises, retained few images from that day. His memory card, stashed in a boot as 
he arrived at the hospital, disappeared as Egyptian security officers swarmed the 
premises, taking surviving protesters into custody. 

This was, many who lived to tell the tale remarked, Egypt’s “Tiananmen 
Square.” Reports suggested eight hundred seventeen people were killed at Rabaa 
al-Adawiya Square alone. By most counts more than one thousand were likely 
killed in crackdowns across Egypt that day. Human Rights Watch, after a 
yearlong, exhaustive investigation, concluded that Egyptian “police and army 
forces systematically and intentionally used excessive lethal force . . . resulting 
in killings of protesters at a scale unprecedented in Egypt.” Snipers were placed 



on rooftops to fire on protesters. Soldiers were stationed to block exits as people 
desperately tried to escape. 


The United States knew the massacre was coming. “It wasn’t a secret that the 
government was going to go in there with overwhelming force,” said Anne 
Patterson, whom I had encountered in Pakistan and who was, by August 2013, 
the American ambassador in Cairo. “That had been our concern for weeks prior 
to this.” During those weeks, the United States scrambled for a diplomatic 
solution, both from State Department officials like Patterson and from 
congressional leaders. Secretary of State John Kerry sent his deputy, Bill Burns, 
to work out an agreement that would limit the scope and size of the 
Brotherhood’s protests. Congress dispatched its top two foreign policy hawks— 
Senators John McCain and Lindsey Graham—the week before the massacre to 
press for a return to calm and to civilian control. The senators pleaded with 
Egypt’s top general, Abdel Fattah el-Sisi, interim vice president Mohamed 
ElBaradei, interim prime minister Hazem el-Beblawi and others, before the 
Egyptian cabinet sat down to debate intervention. 

Graham later told the press the effort never inspired optimism. “You could tell 
people were itching for a fight. The prime minister was a disaster,” he said, 
describing Beblawi’s approach to the growing ranks of protesters. “He kept 
preaching to me: ‘You can’t negotiate with these people. They’ve got to get out 
of the streets and respect the rule of law.’ ” Sisi, meanwhile, seemed “intoxicated 
by power,” as Graham recalled. “We talked to the military endlessly by that 
time,” Patterson, the ambassador, explained. “They had gotten calls from 
Washington, from me. There just didn’t seem to be anything else to be done at 
that point. I talked to Sisi the day before. They said they were going to exercise 
restraint.” 

Even Pentagon leadership eventually stepped in, with then-Secretary of 



Defense Chuck Hagel calling General Sisi again and again, sometimes as often 
as every other day, for weeks on end. John Kerry was among the officials who 
told me the military-to-military rapport that has long anchored US-Egyptian 
relations was the most potent channel for defusing such crises. “The US 
investment over decades in building up the Egyptian military . . . made a 
difference when Mubarak was considering firing on the protesters” during the 
earlier flash point in Tahrir Square, Kerry said. In that case, “there were back- 
channel mil-to-mil conversations that I promise you factored into the Egyptian 
military telling Mubarak they would not follow his orders if he wanted them to 
go kill ten thousand kids in the square.” But in the case of the Rabaa massacre 
under Sisi’s leadership a few years later, those same pleas from American 
military leaders fell on deaf ears. None of it registered in Cairo. 

“Did you make an angry call after it started?” I asked Patterson. 

“I don’t think so,” she said. “Because I think we’d said everything we had to 
say at that point.” 


In the days before the massacre, the Egyptian cabinet huddled in a government 
building in Tahrir Square to discuss what to do about the protesters. The 
exertions of the Americans had little bearing on the conversation. “I met McCain 
and Graham but I felt that they were not able to understand how important [it 
was] for a transition government... to assure they can protect the security of the 
people,” said Beblawi, the interim prime minister. “The security of the people 
cannot be accepted and believed in,” he continued, “if you feel somebody is 
staking out territory by force, in the middle of the capital.” Beblawi told me he 
had taken calls from Ambassador Patterson and heard her out, but that, 
ultimately, “I didn’t feel any pressure.” 

Beblawi was in his office at the International Monetary Fund in Washington, 
DC, slouching in a green chair that swallowed up his small form. A mantle of 



dandruff dusted his shoulders. Three years had passed since the Rabaa massacre. 
“I have no regrets,” he said. “I feel very sorry this happened. I don’t know how it 
ended this way, but I think if the situation would have been reversed, it might be 
even worse.” He furrowed his salt-and-pepper eyebrows. “The cost was high, no 
one expected it to be as much. Also there was a lot of exaggeration and many 
numbers were brought from outside,” he said skeptically. Beblawi’s response, 
like those of most officials behind the crackdown, was a thicket. The loss of life 
was regrettable, but also not so bad as all that. The decision was the right one, 
but also out of their hands. The police and military, he later told me tartly, “are 
not controllable all the time.” In any case, he felt, the protesters started it. “Of 
course, they are challenging the authority, challenging it by force, and actually in 
both Rabaa and Enada, the first bullet was coming from among the Muslim 
Brothers. This is for sure, the starting of the using fire was on them.” I pointed 
out to Beblawi that most international human rights assessments disputed that 
narrative. He shrugged. “They asked for this.” When I asked him if American 
influence had any effect, he said, simply, “No.” 

Interim Vice President ElBaradei—who had been leading negotiations with 
the Brotherhood protesters and served as one of the main liaisons with Graham 
and McCain—pushed back against armed intervention, arguing that a deal with 
the demonstrators was possible, according to several sources present at the time. 
Fahmy, the interim foreign minister, reportedly took his side, though he refused 
to confirm his position on the matter to me. “The decision to do Rabaa was a 
cabinet decision,” Fahmy said, declining to elaborate on the breakdown of 
perspectives in those final, critical days. After the fact, Fahmy, like Beblawi, has 
struck a defensive posture, assigning blame to the protesters. “They had blocked 
all the streets,” he told me, shaking his head. “And this area, by the way, is a 
heavily inhabited area.” The largely unarmed protesters, he suggested, were a 
menace to public safety. This was the influence America’s most muscular 
diplomatic intervention—and an annual military assistance package totaling $1.3 



billion—had purchased: at best, a few extra words, behind closed doors, shortly 
before the slaughter. 


A year and a half before, on a hot Saturday in February 2012, I’d watched as 
Hillary Clinton filed into a palace in Tunisia overlooking the Mediterranean, to 
deliver a speech about the future of democracy in the region. After Richard 
Holbrooke’s death, I had put together a small team of Foreign Service officers to 
focus on the global implications of the youth unrest I’d seen vividly in 
Afghanistan and that then unfolded across North Africa and the Middle East. 
That February in Tunisia, Clinton was announcing my role as part of an initiative 
focused on youth outreach and public diplomacy. 

There was a placard on the podium with a map of the world showing a 
glowing gradient centered on the Middle East. This was meant to suggest a 
spreading wave of democratic enlightenment, but it looked more like a blast 
radius. Clinton appeared small behind the podium, in a vaulted chamber at the 
heart of the palace, a blue and white jewel of a building called Nejma Ezzohara 
(Arabic for “Star of Venus”), constructed in the 1920s by an heir to a French 
banking fortune, Baron Rodolphe d’Erlanger. 

A sea of upturned faces—the kind of optimistic, educated, and generally 
nonrepresentative youths rounded up by American embassies for photo ops— 
looked on as Clinton preached the virtues of democracy. “You were fearless on 
the front lines of the revolution, enduring tear gas and beatings. It takes a 
different kind of courage to be guardians of your new democracy,” she told 
them. “Transitions can be derailed and detoured to new autocracies,” she 
continued. “The victors of revolutions can become their victims. It is up to you 
to resist the calls of demagogues, to build coalitions, to keep faith in the system 
even when your candidates lose at the polls. . . . That means not just talking 
about tolerance and pluralism—it means living it.” 



On the way out, Clinton, hair pulled back ballerina-tight, black and blue 
jacket billowing, paused on one of Nejma Ezzohara’s spectacular terraces. 
Squinting into the sun, she extended an arm toward the brilliant blue of the 
Mediterranean. “Things are changing,” she mused. 


But the truth was that those changes had caught the United States flat-footed 
and robbed it of credibility on the themes of Clinton’s speech. American 
administrations had chosen to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with the Middle East’s 
autocratic strongmen for decades. When those autocrats’ regimes crumbled and 
the alliances with them became a liability, the United States was slow to adapt. 

In the Middle East, as in Central Asia, military-to-military deals had eclipsed 
diplomacy for so long, we barely knew how to do anything else. Egypt was 
Exhibit A. 

Throughout the Cold War, Soviet sponsorship of Egypt’s military and 
constant conflict with Israel were at the heart of the US-Egypt relationship. 
Bloody skirmishes over land—including the attempt to reclaim the Sinai after 
which the 6th October Bridge was named—continued into the 1970s. But 
Egypt’s new leader at that time, Anwar Sadat, was dogged in his reorientation of 
Egypt toward two radical new goals: a peace deal with Israel, and closer ties to 
the United States. Above all, he wanted the Sinai back in Egyptian hands, and 
felt peace was the way to achieve this. 

In the United States, newly elected president Jimmy Carter seized on the 
moment, bringing together Egypt and Israel at Camp David for an iconic 
thirteen-day negotiation. One of its outcomes, a peace treaty signed six months 
later, forged the modern relationship between Israel, Egypt, and the United 
States. Israel agreed to withdraw from the Sinai and return it to Egypt. In 
exchange, diplomatic relations were restored between the two countries, and 
Israel was guaranteed free passage through the Suez Canal. The diplomatic 



achievement was secured with military funds, an arrangement that would blight 
the relationship for decades after. Under the agreement, the United States would 
commit to bankrolling Egypt. 

Since 1987, that assistance has held steady at $1.3 billion per year. The 
bullets that ripped through protesters during the Rabaa massacre were almost 
certainly purchased with American funds. US military aid covers the cost of as 
much as 80 percent of Egypt’s weapons. By 2011, the word “Egypt” appeared 
13,500 times in the Pentagon’s database of military contracts. 

That arrangement reflected one of the oldest assumptions in foreign policy: 
that you can buy security. For a generation, Egypt appeared to be a proof point 
for that thinking. The country’s repressive leaders—for most of those years, the 
Mubarak regime—helped secure American equities in the region. But, from the 
revolts of 2011 to the Rabaa massacre in 2013, when change swept the region, it 
betrayed fatal flaws in that conventional American wisdom. Buying security 
wasn’t enough. Years of neglected diplomacy meant that Washington lacked 
other, essential tools of persuasion when conflict broke out. 


The cracks began to show in January 2011. Revolution was spreading—from 
neighboring Tunisia to Alexandria, and then to Cairo. That month, thousands of 
protesters in Tahrir Square rallied around an array of frustrations with Mubarak 
and his regime: from mass unemployment to corruption to heavy-handed 
policing. 

The protesters sweeping the Arab world looked askance at the United States’ 
reliance on Egypt’s repressive military regime as a surrogate. But the US was 
slow on the uptake: as violence began to spark, then-secretary of state Hillary 
Clinton proclaimed the regime “stable.” She deployed Frank Wisner, Richard 
Holbrooke’s old friend and a veteran diplomat who had long been sympathetic to 
the Mubaraks, who informed the public that “the president must stay in office.” 



The State Department was forced to disavow its own envoy’s remarks. It called 
for Mubarak to step down, too late and to little effect. In just seventeen days, the 
uprising ended fifty-nine years of military rule. Mubarak was removed, and 
America’s relationship with Egypt was unmoored. 

A committee of generals known as the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces 
(SCAF) stepped in as a caretaker government while preparations were made for 
the first free elections in Egyptian history, and promptly began a series of vicious 
crackdowns on civil society. In one December 2011 incident, employees from 
ten NGOs were banned from leaving the country—among them Sam FaHood, 
son of then-US transportation secretary Ray FaHood. The military leadership 
was thumbing its nose at the Americans. 

Anne Patterson, who arrived as the new US ambassador to Egypt in the first 
months of SCAF’s leadership, called that period “really, really 
disruptive . . . There were some Americans at the embassy; it took weeks to get 
them out, maybe longer. We basically paid bail and then they jumped bail—that 
was the deal. That got the relationship off on a really bad foot.” 


When the elections took place, the Islamist Muslim Brotherhood party swept 
the Parliament, with its leader, Mohamed Morsi, securing the presidency. It was 
yet another shift in gravity for which the United States was ill-prepared. The 
Brotherhood quickly proved more problematic than the SCAF. Worst of all, from 
the perspective of the American foreign policy establishment, Morsi threw into 
doubt the core tenet of the US-Egyptian alliance: support for Israel. The 
politician had, years earlier, described Zionists as “bloodsuckers” and “war¬ 
mongers,” and complained that “futile [Israeli-Palestinian] negotiations are a 
waste of time and opportunities.” Domestically, the Brotherhood’s harsh social 
policies on issues such as women’s rights and alcohol consumption alienated 
much of Egypt’s largely secular population. A hastily constructed and 



fraudulently ratified constitution with terms favorable to the Brotherhood further 
infuriated Egyptians. After just one year in power, Morsi faced street protests as 
large as those that had ousted Mubarak. 

As protests became more violent, the military—led by then-defense minister 
Abdel Fattah el-Sisi—forced Morsi from power and placed him on trial. Sisi 
was, in some ways, a return to the status quo ante: a strongman who would hold 
the line on Israel. 

“I knew Sisi very well, and I knew it wasn’t going to be great, don’t get me 
wrong,” said Patterson. “But frankly he’s proven a lot more brutal than I ever 
would have predicted.” Sisi’s security forces clashed with protesters who took to 
the streets, enraged at the ouster of the democratically elected Muslim 
Brotherhood regime. Tensions mounted as the sit-ins and rallies grew, finally 
culminating in the bloody massacres of August 2013, at Rabaa, and elsewhere. 

In the years since, crackdowns have continued unabated. In the first year after 
the 2013 coup, under Sisi’s rule, at least 2,500 civilians were killed and 17,000 
wounded by the police or military. By March 2015, security forces had arrested 
more than 40,000 people, the majority of them on grounds of suspected support 
for the Muslim Brotherhood, although leftist activists, journalists, and university 
students were also detained. Hundreds of Egyptians were “disappeared.” The 
repression, according to Human Rights Watch, was “on a scale unprecedented in 
Egypt’s modern history.” 

Most of the targeted individuals were thrown in jail on sham charges—or on 
none whatsoever. As one prisoner recalled of his time at Azouli, an isolated 
military jail: “There is no documentation that says you are there. If you die at 
Azouli, no one would know.” In April 2014, 529 Brotherhood members were 
sentenced to death, one of the largest ever mass death sentences anywhere in the 
world. The attorneys of the accused were denied access to the “evidence” and 
those who protested were threatened. 

The following year, the same court sentenced Morsi for his alleged role in the 



2011 uprising. The former president faced public execution, by hanging, with 
more than 100 others sentenced alongside him. Morsi’s coconspirators included 
one man who has been in jail since the 1990s and two who had already died. 

“I would say it’s the worst of anywhere I’ve ever seen outside of a war zone,” 
said Frank Lowenstein, the longtime adviser to John Kerry. Tony Blinken, the 
deputy national security advisor at the time, offered a bleak prognosis of Sisi’s 
impact: “Over time and almost inevitably if he continues to repress a significant 
minority of his own population . . . liberals, secularists, moderates, journalists, 
you name it, all have their voice taken away and many of them get thrown in jail, 
and thrown in jail where they’re mixed with genuine radicals, that is a recipe for 
radicalizing a lot more people. And we can’t forget that al-Qaeda was born in an 
Egyptian jail.” 


Growing concern over the Sisi regime and its use of American weapons did, at 
least, spark a debate over accountability. After Morsi’s removal, questions arose 
over whether to abide by the so-called “coup clause” in US appropriations law— 
mandating a halt to direct assistance to “any country whose duly elected head of 
government is deposed by military coup d’etat” until democracy is restored. 
President Morsi, though divisive, was by any account “duly elected.” His 
removal was widely called a coup because, well, what else could you call it? 
Sisi’s military regime had made no pretense of democracy. 

But with $1.3 billion in annual military assistance at stake, the Obama 
administration refused to use the word. It first resorted to what the Associated 
Press called “difficult contortions” of language to avoid the term. Then, finally, 
senior State Department official Bill Burns was dispatched to inform lawmakers 
of the administration’s formal decision: this coup would not be called a coup. 

The most militarized corners of American foreign policy were also among the 
most constrained, so much so that one of the most obvious coups in recent 



history could never be called what it was. Those constraints were tightened by 
the lack of alternatives: there was no diplomatic strategy to confront the 
disruption that would follow enforcing such a legislative provision. 

Congress added to its appropriations a requirement that the secretary of state 
certify the Egyptian government was introducing democratic reforms, holding 
elections, defending women’s rights and safeguarding free expression. But the 
conditions were toothless: the new requirements had a national security 
exemption large enough to fit an Apache helicopter, or several. Citing extremist 
activity in the Sinai, the administration soon resumed deliveries of just such 
helicopters, even during escalating crackdowns. 

Shortly after the massacre at Rabaa in 2013, the Obama administration 
quietly, temporarily froze the transfer of several weapons systems. Planned 
deliveries of helicopters, F-16 aircraft, M1A1 tanks, and Harpoon missiles were 
placed on hold. It was all larger-scale equipment, rather than the tear gas and 
small arms being deployed in the regime’s urban crackdowns. And other military 
support, like training operations and the delivery of many other kinds of spare 
parts for weapons, would continue. In March 2015, President Obama announced 
a full resumption of assistance. “By that time,” Anne Patterson recalled, “the 
Sinai stuff had flared up . . . And the judgment was, ‘yes they needed 
helicopters.’ ” 

The posturing on Capitol Hill was just that. In fact, there was little leeway to 
change the relationship. “The problem we would have ... is that the aid is 
already committed,” said Sarah Leah Whitson of Human Rights Watch. 
“Everything’s pre-sold.” It was a machine that couldn’t be turned off. The 
Obama administration quietly attempted a more modest reform, signing off on 
an end to “cash flow financing”—a preferential system granted to Egypt and 
Israel that lets them purchase military equipment of their choice on credit, 
obligating corresponding appropriations of US assistance, potentially for years to 
come. “They lost a really important element,” with that change, said Patterson. 



“They’ll be forced to buy stuff that we think will be useful for them to buy.” It 
was a slim ration of accountability—and didn’t offer any control over what was 
actually done with the equipment. A scathing 2016 audit by the Government 
Accountability Office concluded that neither the State Department nor the 
Pentagon had any functional systems for monitoring how American weapons 
were being used in Egypt. 


In the end, the halting reform efforts have been harsh reminders of the resistance 
to change in significant military alliances. Like Pakistan, Egypt was simply too 
big to fail, in its own eyes, and in the eyes of American policymakers. 

A new array of threats, including the rise of ISIL in the country’s Sinai 
Peninsula, has reinforced that leverage. Competition has played a role in 
immobilizing the relationship, too. Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and the United Arab 
Emirates have pledged billions of dollars of economic support to Egypt, 
sometimes offering more than the United States, with fewer conditions. Saudi 
Arabia, in particular, has developed a cozy relationship with Sisi. Russia, too, 
has stepped into the fray, with meetings between Putin and Sisi and growing 
assistance packages. 

“We certainly have influence,” Kerry reflected. “But our leverage is not as 
simple a formula as some people assume. We are far from the only actor. . . . 

And leverage is a two-way street—we needed Egypt’s help on a set of issues 
including ISIL and Israel.” As a result, said Frank Lowenstein, “their attitude 
about it is, 'What the fuck are you really going to do about it? You can’t afford 
to have me fail.’ That’s the ultimate leverage that Sisi has: that he will fail. And 
that is an extraordinarily powerful form of leverage.” 

Meanwhile, years of dependence on military assistance had convinced both 
sides that arms and equipment sales were the only currency that could purchase 
influence, and that diplomatic overtures were essentially cosmetic. As a result, 



precious little has changed in the US-Egypt relationship since the Rabaa 
massacre. Security wasn’t simply the first priority, it was often the only one. And 
Washington policymakers reverted to the traditional tools of arms and military 
financing to enforce it, in part because they had forged few meaningful 
alternatives. 

Egyptians suffered the consequences as the United States gave Sisi its 
endorsement and support. “He’s been . . . 'ruthless’ is a good word. Death 
penalties. Mass arrests of journalists. Shutting out NGOs,” said General Hayden, 
the former CIA director, reflecting the common thinking about Sisi among 
American officials. But when I asked Hayden if there was a point at which that 
should trigger an easing of military assistance, he darkened. “I’m not prepared to 
say that,” he said. He steepled his hands, peering over his rimless glasses at me. 
“We make our compromises,” he mused. “We may incur a debt for the future.” 

Samantha Power, the US ambassador to the United Nations during the Rabaa 
massacre, was critical of the American response to that crisis, and since. “We 
should have completely revamped the relationship given who Sisi was and made 
it purely transactional,” she explained, exasperated. Instead, after brief pauses, 
US assistance inevitably resumed, and the relationship “looked largely the same 
as before the massacre.” 

Power knew that cutting off the $1.3-billion aid package to Egypt wasn’t 
politically or strategically realistic, but was among the officials who felt those 
funds could be allocated more cautiously. “Now the Camp David rationale is 
over because [Israel’s] Bibi [Netanyahu] and Sisi have the relationship they 
need,” so much of the logic of giving the Egyptians whatever equipment they 
wanted was over, she said. “I argued for giving a huge share of that money to 
Tunisia. We should be rewarding countries who are struggling to progress in the 
direction we want them to.” 

Moral and ethical dilemmas like this were nothing new in geopolitics. But the 
particular intimacy between Washington and Cairo made the compromises feel 



closer to home. Of all the dictators who enthralled Donald Trump once he took 
office, Sisi appeared to earn the most attention and flattery. Trump reversed the 
Obama administration’s decision to withhold invitations to the White House 
from Sisi and his top brass. Some of the Egyptians who witnessed the Obama- 
era relationship were optimistic about the shift. “With Trump,” said Nabil 
Fahmy, the former interim foreign minister, “you finally have the two presidents 
talking to each other.” 

But for better or worse, even the sputtering attempts at accountability were 
receding in the rearview mirror. “Sisi is still getting support from the USA,” Teo 
Butturini, the Italian photographer, said, shaking his head. “At the same time he 
is the person who actually ruled to go shoot at the people in Rabaa. He’s the 
person who . . . made the antiprotest law. He is the person who is jailing a lot of 
journalists.” One of the few photographs Butturini retained from his harrowing 
day in the midst of the maelstrom was of a tear gas canister, one of many picked 
up off the bloodied concrete by numb survivors. Several appeared to be 
American-made. One he photographed bore the logo of CTS—Combined 
Tactical Systems—a Jamestown, Pennsylvania-based arms manufacturer. It even 
had a support contact number, with a Pennsylvania area code that, presumedly, 
an Egyptian would have to call during business hours to lodge a complaint. 
Butturini never forgot the shouts of the protesters around him, brandishing the 
empty canisters: “They’re shooting at us, the tear gas, and the tear gas comes 
from the USA.” 
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MIDNIGHT AT THE RANCH 


aking up in the bed of a white Chevy truck trundling through the 
moorlands of central Colombia, Freddy Torres began to suspect that his evening 
had gone terribly wrong. The mild fall weather had given way to a cold wind; 
the forested highlands replaced by a low, flat heath. Scattered homes dotted the 
landscape, and the early dawn was silent. Most worrying were the burlap sacks 
that bumped against his outstretched legs and the empty bottles of aguardiente: 
they were filled with rifles. Torres—a young man in his twenties, born and raised 
in the village of Cabrera, Cundinamarca, an afternoon’s drive south from Bogota 
—hadn’t meant to end up here, hungover, confused, and hours from home. The 
truck ride was the final stop on a liquor-fueled twelve-hour bender. Now, three 
strange men with strange names— Paisa, a common nickname for people from 
Medellin, Costeno, meaning “coast,” and another man who, improbably, was 
also named Freddy—had led him to what felt like the end of the world. 

It was the early hours of September 17, 2006, and Torres was about to come 
face-to-face with the secret costs of the United States’ most expensive military 


alliance in Latin America. In the coked-out frenzy of that region’s war on drugs, 
many of the same dynamics evident in Afghanistan, Somalia, and Egypt have 
plagued the United States’ alliances. Colombia, where the costliest of the 
region’s relationships has played out in the form of the multibillion-dollar Plan 
Colombia military-and-development assistance package, throws into relief some 
of the worst pitfalls of America’s Faustian pacts with foreign militaries. For 
years, the Colombian relationship served chiefly as a cautionary tale of the 
human rights abuses, rampant corruption, and explosion of drugs that sprang 
from America’s military interventions in Latin America and its insistence on 
prioritizing guns over negotiations. But Colombia, in recent years, has also 
become what US officials described as a success story, a model of how to put 
civilian assistance front and center in a national-security-sensitive relationship 
dominated by generals talking to generals. 

That night in September 2006 had started quietly for Freddy Torres. Walking 
home from a job—he often pulled days-long trucking shifts that took him to the 
far reaches of the country—he bumped into his cousin Elvir at a rocola, a 
neighborhood joint serving as half bodega, half bar. Elvir—always gregarious 
and fun-loving, never short of friends—was with an acquaintance, the man also 
named Freddy, and the three ordered rounds of beer. They joked around, calmly 
whiling away the hours, half-watching children kick a soccer ball around in the 
park nearby. 

As evening fell, the young men grew restless. Several drinks in, their new 
friend Freddy suggested that the cousins accompany him to a bar in Fusa, a 
bigger city several hours away. After their friend offered to pay for the trip, the 
cousins agreed to come with him, on a lark. Their friend left the store to make a 
phone call—of which Torres caught one phrase: “I’m bringing two people”— 
and returned fifteen minutes later, telling Elvir to go find a car to rent. 

The three packed into an early 1980s Renault and set out for Fusa, picking up 
two men—Paisa and Costeno—on the way. A drive that would normally take 



only two or three hours stretched through the night, as the men stopped in 
forgettable bar after forgettable bar, in small town after small town. Just as often, 
they’d swap cars—a detail that an increasingly intoxicated Torres paid little 
attention to. Around midnight, after a delay at a checkpoint, the drunk men made 
it to Fusa, and after several boozy hours at the La Curva strip club and a meal of 
street empanadas, arepas, and shish kabobs, Freddy, Paisa, and Costeno 
suggested the cousins join them at a nearby ranch—owned by a friend, but long 
abandoned—to sleep off the drinks before returning home. Dawn was 
approaching and neither thought twice before accepting. Clambering into the bed 
of the Chevy—their fourth car of the evening—Torres and Elvir promptly fell 
asleep. 

It was upon waking that Torres noticed the guns. 

After a long, tense drive, the men parked the car and handed Torres and his 
cousin black sweatshirts to change into. The new friends that Torres felt 
increasingly convinced weren’t friends led them to an isolated two-room ranch 
house, seemingly empty and abandoned, and told them to wait in the bedroom 
while the other men looked for supplies. 

Torres slipped out of the house to urinate. That’s when he noticed fresh 
footprints in the earth around the house—odd, for a supposedly abandoned 
property. He had been unnerved since their arrival, and he took the footprints as 
confirmation of his fears: that they were being set up, possibly by more men than 
the ones they’d been drinking with. Deciding not to wait to learn if he was right, 
Torres hurried back inside and told his cousin it was time to leave. The two had 
almost made it out of the house when their drinking buddies opened fire. 
Dodging the deadly spray, Torres leapt out the back window and ran for a nearby 
forest, where he hid for nearly ten hours, as his would-be killers scoured the hills 
for him. When the sun began to fall, he walked to the nearest town and called the 
police and his family. 

Torres survived. Elvir was killed. 



This was only the beginning of Freddy Torres’s strange saga. To his surprise, 
the military falsely pronounced Elvir a guerrilla combatant in the civil war, and 
reported his death as a combat kill. Torres launched a campaign to clear his 
brother’s name, which drew death threats. Eventually, an unseen shooter fired 
through his windshield as he sat parked near his home in Bogota in February 
2007. He escaped injury, but, after the assassination attempt, Torres uprooted his 
family and adopted a peripatetic life, changing cell numbers and houses every 
few months. The authorities, he said, were unresponsive to his pleas for 
protection. (“They don’t help anyone,” he told me, “because they don’t want to 
have problems with the state.”) Torres was convinced that Elvir’s murder and the 
subsequent intimidation efforts could only have come from power players within 
the Colombian military. Eventually, his suspicions bore out, when an army 
colonel who had encouraged his soldiers to kill civilians was indicted for Elvir’s 
murder. The men who went by “Freddy,” “Paisa,” and “Costeno” were never 
found, let alone arrested. 

Torres’s story matched thousands of others from bystanders to Colombia’s 
“victorious” war on terror. Elvir was a casualty of the phenomenon of “false 
positives”: the Colombian military’s long-unacknowledged practice of 
extrajudicial killings. Under pressure from their commanders to create the 
appearance of success in the war against the guerrillas, members of the armed 
forces lured in unsuspecting civilians, killed them, and dressed the bodies up as 
FARC rebels. The deaths were used to inflate the military’s batting average. 
Those who carried out the false positive killings were rewarded with vacation 
time, promotions, and medals. Victims included farmers, children, homeless 
people, drug users, the mentally disabled, and petty criminals. Rarely—if ever— 
were victims card-carrying FARC guerrillas. 

Until 2008, most Colombian policymakers could pretend the false positives 
were merely a rumor, but that September, the so-called “Soacha scandal” pulled 
the curtain back. Prosecutors learned the fates of twenty-two impoverished 



young men from the slums of Bogota, who had been promised well-paying jobs, 
transported out of the city, and then murdered and dressed up as FARC members. 
General Mario Montoya, commander of the Colombian Army, resigned on 
November 4, 2008. Prosecutors went on to investigate more than 3,000 alleged 
false positives by militia personnel in the 2000s. In 2015, the UN refugee agency 
UNHCR reported that the total number of victims of false positives could be as 
high as 5,000. 

Colombia was no stranger to civilian executions, but the practice soared in the 
final stage of its decades-long civil war, in the early 2000s. The army took on 
FARC rebels with renewed fury, and was eager to demonstrate progress to a 
frustrated public, and to its American financiers. Defense Minister Camilo 
Ospina de facto endorsed the practice in 2005 when he issued the so-called 
Directive #29, which authorized “the payment of rewards for the capture or 
killing of ringleaders of the illegal armed groups.” The reward was set at $1,500 
per kill—a little less than half what the average Colombian took home each year. 
Civilian executions doubled the following year. How far up the scandal went 
was unclear, but the practice was common and not limited to any unit or region. 
UN special rapporteur Philip Alston, after carrying out an investigation into the 
practice, found “no evidence to suggest that these killings were carried out as a 
matter of official Government policy, or that they were directed by, or carried out 
with the knowledge of, the President or successive Defense Ministers.” 


For Washington, DC, the false positive killings might have just been a tragic 
blip in another country’s history, but for one fact: many of the worst offenders 
were US-trained and funded. Researchers found that Colombian army brigades 
that received more US assistance had been associated with significantly more 
executions. In Washington’s race to support its Colombian partners in their 
mission to secure the country from so-called terrorists, US military officials and 



other policymakers often failed to take a close look at the fighters they were 
preparing for battle. Nearly half of Colombian commanders trained at the 
Western Hemisphere Institute for Security Cooperation at Fort Benning have 
been charged with a serious crime or commanded units whose members had 
committed extrajudicial killings. Commanders like General Jaime Lasprilla—a 
former instructor at Fort Benning who sanctioned or encouraged hundreds of 
killings under his command—were commonplace. 

Even before the Soacha scandal broke, reports of extrajudicial killings were 
whispered within the United States’ intelligence, military, and diplomatic corps. 
A1994 cable from the US ambassador in Bogota warned of “body count 
mentalities,” explaining that “field officers who cannot show track records of 
aggressive anti-guerrilla activity (wherein the majority of the military’s human 
rights abuses occur) disadvantage themselves at promotion time.” A CIA 
intelligence report from the same year was even more explicit, stating that the 
Colombian security forces “employ death squad tactics in their 
counterinsurgency campaign” and had “a history of assassinating leftwing 
civilians in guerrilla areas, cooperating with narcotics-related paramilitary 
groups in attacks against suspected guerrilla sympathizers, and killing captured 
combatants.” The Pentagon came to a similar conclusion, reporting in 1997 on a 
“body count syndrome” in the Army that “tends to fuel human rights abuses by 
well-meaning soldiers trying to get their quota to impress superiors” and a 
“cavalier, or at least passive, approach when it comes to allowing the 
paramilitaries to serve as proxies ... for the COLAR [Colombian Army] in 
contributing to the guerrilla body count.” But the Colombians—and by 
extension, the Americans—were fighting a war. Often, the brass didn’t have the 
time to police their soldiers, or the interest in doing so. 


On October 28, 1998, Colombia’s new president, Andres Pastrana Arango, stood 
in the Rose Garden next to President Clinton and became a participant in one of 



the strangest political press conferences on record. The goal was to discuss the 
deepening ties between the two nations that would eventually take the form of a 
watershed new assistance package. “This was the first stage of Plan Colombia,” 
Pastrana told me. “The first time we really, really talked about Colombia,” at 
such a high level. 

The reporters in attendance had other topics in mind. “The first question in 
the press conference,” Pastrana recalled, “was ‘How are you going to explain to 
Chelsea the scandal?!’ ” In fact, the question was several deep into the 
conference, but his recollection was, otherwise, correct. The transcript of the 
press conference reads like a layer cake—Clinton valiantly attempting to redirect 
toward foreign policy, the press corps hammering him about the sex scandal 
involving a White House intern and engulfing his presidency. 

Clinton, Pastrana recalled, was stressed. “He offered me a Diet Coke. You 
could tell he was a human being, for the first time you saw the human side.” The 
surreal juxtaposition continued. Around the margins of the press conference, 
Pastrana asked for ten minutes with Clinton, in the Oval Office. As Pastrana 
recalled, Clinton went to his desk and pulled out a map of Colombia, and the two 
men looked at areas that Pastrana intended to demilitarize. Then, Pastrana said, 
“He asked me what I thought of his answer to the first question,” referring to 
Monica Lewinsky. Pastrana told Clinton he’d done all right. He chuckled at the 
memory. “It was strange,” he said. The two men got along. “It was good 
chemistry.” The conversations continued and, over the following year, evolved 
into the plan that would define Clinton’s legacy in Latin America. “I proposed 
what I called a Marshall Plan for Colombia,” Pastrana said. The result was a ten- 
billion dollar aid, development, and military assistance infusion. 

In selling the expensive plan, Clinton appealed to an American public 
obsessed with drugs. Gallup polls from 2001 show that overwhelming majorities 
of US citizens expressed a “great deal” of concern about drug use. Since 90 
percent of America’s cocaine was coming from Colombia at that point, it made 



sense that much attention was directed at the Latin American nation. Clinton had 
an easy sell: “Colombia’s drug traffickers directly threaten America’s security,” 
he told the public. Plan Colombia “would enable Colombia’s counter-drug 
program to inflict serious damage on the rapidly expanding drug production 
activity in areas now dominated by guerrillas or paramilitary groups.” Anne 
Patterson, who had been US ambassador to Pakistan during Holbrooke’s stint in 
the region and in Egypt after, was also the ambassador to Colombia for the first 
three years of the new assistance plan. “The strategy is to give the Colombian 
government the tools to combat terrorism and narco-trafficking, two struggles 
that have become one,” she told me. “To fight against narco-trafficking and 
terrorism, it is necessary to attack all links of the chain simultaneously.” 

President Clinton decided to waive human rights provisions in the funding 
legislation, arguing that security came first. In justifying the waiver, the 
president explained that “our assistance package is crucial to maintaining our 
counterdrug efforts and helping the Colombian government and people to 
preserve Colombia’s democracy.” 

Initially, Colombia wanted a 70-30 social-military split; the United States 
wanted the reverse. The final plan was written in large part by a Colombian—by 
Jaime Ruiz, one of Pastrana’s closest aides, in Pastrana’s and Ruiz’s telling—but 
it bore the obvious marks of those American priorities. It set aside $1.3 billion a 
year for a decade to combat “narco-terrorism.” The first year, more than 70 
percent of the funds went to military and police assistance—including 
everything from Black Hawks to communications equipment to trainers to 
chemical warfare technology. As the former US ambassador Robert White put it: 
“[Colombia] comes and asks for bread and you give them stones.” But the 
remainder of the American money went to economic development, judicial 
reforms, and aid for displaced people. And the greatest successes of the deal 
came only as the balance of military and civilian assistance evened, and US and 
Colombian officials began to recognize the value of rebuilding the country’s 



long-suffering institutions. 


The United States’entanglement in Colombia was shaped by the same anti¬ 
communist zeal that propelled American involvement from Vietnam to 
Afghanistan. Concerns over drugs would come later. Seeds of the trends that 
would explode under President Trump—the devaluing and de-prioritization of 
diplomacy, the rise of generals in policymaking—were planted in this earlier 
period, amid the military adventures of the Cold War. Hundreds of thousands of 
innocents would become casualties of those interventions. 

The Colombian intervention began with a Special Warfare trip to Bogota in 
1962, headed by Lieutenant General William Yarborough, commander of the US 
Army Special Warfare Center, who proposed one of the era’s classic proxy wars, 
using locals “to perform counter-agent and counter-propaganda functions and as 
necessary execute paramilitary, sabotage, and/or terrorist activities against 
known communist proponents.” 

Based on his findings, the US helped the Colombian government formulate 
Plan Lazo, a counterinsurgency strategy modeled on the Phoenix Program in 
Vietnam. Formally adopted by the Colombian military on July 1, 1962, Plan 
Lazo was sold to the Colombians as a “hearts and mind” strategy. In fact, it was 
an American plot to wipe out communists, aided by civilian informants. Plan 
Lazo was reinforced by a Colombian presidential order called Decree 3398 that 
stated, “all Colombians, men and women . . . will be used by the government in 
activities and work that contribute to the reestablishment of order”—in effect 
allowing Colombian authorities to organize ordinary citizens into militia groups. 
Together with the US-backed Plan Lazo, Decree 3398 created civilian “self- 
defense units” and “hunter-killer teams” instructed and authorized to kill armed 
or unarmed peasants. 

The US Army and the CIA began instructing Colombian troops in the same 



techniques being introduced in Vietnam. As part of a CIA program, USAID 
provided training to Colombian police at the agency’s “bomb school” in Los 
Fresnos, where the curriculum included courses like “Terrorist Devices,” 
“Incendiaries,” and “Assassination Weapons.” 

The United States wasn’t just teaching the Colombian army to fight the 
communists—it was underwriting that fight. Beginning in the 1960s, Colombian 
forces used US-supplied vehicles, communications equipment, and arms to 
destroy rebel communities across the country. The counterinsurgency campaign 
against communist campesinos—most were peasants—began in earnest on May 
18, 1964, when the Colombian army sent one-third of its troops to destroy the 
left-leaning village of Marquetalia, defended by a few dozen fighters. The 
operation was undertaken at the request of the United States, with American 
assistance. US military advisers were there for the planning and the execution. 
After that first assault, the Colombian government began attacking other self- 
governing leftist rural communities. 

That the Colombian initiatives were corrupt and mismanaged—and that they 
encouraged more bloodshed—was no secret in Foggy Bottom. Secretary of State 
Dean Rusk and UN ambassador Adlai Stevenson admitted to the moral 
contradiction, writing in cables that US funding was encouraging rural violence 
and economic dislocation. And the State Department would be hard-pressed to 
argue that the prolonged fighting between the leftists and the US-backed 
Colombian military did much to improve the lot of most Colombians: the 
underlying class struggle that sparked the conflict persisted, as the landless 
remained disenfranchised and the urban elite grew rich from the chaos. US 
investment and loans surged during this time, leading President Alberto Lleras 
Camargo to remark drily, “blood and capital accumulation went together.” 


The Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) rose up soon after, in 



direct response to the US-backed attacks on leftists in Colombia. After the 
obliteration of Marquetalia, the few remaining leftists from the area fled to the 
mountains, where they banded with other rebel groups, who together pledged to 
fight for better conditions for people in the countryside and to defend their 
followers from military abuses. 

Their organization swelled rapidly. FARC became not just a guerrilla force 
struggling for more land, but a political movement pushing socialist 
reorganization of the country. Rural peasants, indigenous people, Afro- 
Colombians, landless laborers, unionists, teachers, intellectuals—people “of the 
soil”—joined the fight. FARC began to organize schools, medical centers, and 
social projects, essentially running a parallel state. 

But the group was still, at its core, a fighting force. Soon after organizing, 
FARC leaders began training militias in rural areas to carry out attacks. FARC 
relied on a campaign of terrorism, not only bombing police stations and military 
bases, but also hospitals, churches, and schools. Kidnapping for ransom provided 
revenues—until the late 1970s, when the group began trafficking in cocaine. 

During Reagan’s first term, Colombia accounted for almost eighty percent of 
both cocaine and marijuana that reached the United States. FARC’s newfound 
dmg fortune allowed it to attract support from Colombians who were unhappy 
with the staggering poverty facing much of the country. By 1980, FARC’s 
numbers had grown sixfold to some three thousand fighters spread across the 
country. Revenues soared, eventually topping billions. And the violence 
worsened. FARC’s reign of terror targeted priests, politicians, military officers, 
and even prominent right-wing civilians, often simply to incite fear. 

In turn, elite landowners hired right-wing fighting forces, many of which 
traced their roots to the US-backed groups under Plan Lazo. These groups 
aggressively targeted anyone hostile to their employers. The paramilitaries were 
everywhere: at their peak, they counted thirty thousand people in their ranks and 
operated in two-thirds of the country. Some were armed by the government and 



legally sanctioned. And they were brutal: one group, the AUC, killed more than 
nineteen thousand people in its first two years of operation. 

The paramilitary death squads over time gained the support of the 
government, military, traffickers—and even the United States. The White House 
refused to support any peace dialogue between the government and the leftists, 
which it decried as “narco-guerrillas.” In some cases, Reagan’s White House 
went as far as to directly support right-wing paramilitaries as informants or 
assassins. 

In the eighties, in one of the more ill-fated partnerships in America’s 
transnational war against drugs, the Colombian army and the twenty largest 
cocaine traffickers teamed up to establish a national counterterrorism training 
school, supported by US intelligence. The group was known as MAC, or Muerte 
a Secuestradores (“Death to Kidnappers”) and had, ostensibly, a simple mission: 
to thwart FARC’s tactic of abducting politicians and the wealthy. Traffickers 
were required to put down thirty-five thousand US dollars as an initial fee. 
Generals contracted Israeli and British mercenaries to do the training; CIA and 
US intelligence agents participated. 

The group was successful in the sense that it was deadly; eventually, it grew 
into another paramilitary, criminal extension of the army, doing the 
government’s dirty work in the war against FARC, with little, if any, focus on 
stopping kidnappers. MAC would go on to arrest the peace process led by 
President Bentancur in the 1980s by murdering over seven hundred FARC 
members who entered the political process as part of the Union Patriotica, a 
leftist political party. In an ironic twist, many of these paramilitary organizations 
got into the drug business too, and US dollars sent to Colombia to combat the 
war against drugs found their way into traffickers’ pockets. 

The result was an Escheresque tesselation of faction and violence. In 1999, 
Columbia experienced thousands of acts of terror and kidnappings. The 
homicide rate was a staggering sixty per one hundred thousand. Nearly twenty- 



thousand FARC fighters were holed up around the country, netting millions from 
kidnappings. A full half of Colombia’s territory lacked a security presence; 

FARC essentially governed the entire south, where the government did not dare 
enter. More than 700,000 Colombians left the country from 1995 to 2000. The 
violence had grown more grisly, too: the AUC massacred civilians by the dozen, 
making a name for itself with macabre tactics like playing soccer with severed 
heads and cutting their victims apart with chain saws. 

Clinton’s drug czar, General Barry McCaffrey, remembered the violence 
vividly. “You couldn’t drive anywhere in country without risking being 
kidnapped. It was sort of like dialing for dollars: The FARC checkpoint would 
search your name, get your worth, and you’d end up either kidnapped or dead in 
the jungle.” It was a “vile situation.” 

By the end of the century, Colombians had decided it was time for a 
permanent peace. Thirteen million people showed up at the “No mas ” 
nationwide protest of the war in October 1999, in a country of forty million. 
Later that month, ten million voted for peace in a symbolic referendum that 
served as a wake-up call for Colombian politicians. No official political election 
had ever seen such a high turnout. 

Andres Pastrana, who was president at the time and had himself once been 
kidnapped by the Medellin Cartel, said he immediately understood the 
ramifications of that vote. “No presidential candidate has ever received that 
many votes,” he said. So, after he was elected president, he “decided the first 
thing I should do was try and achieve peace.” Pastrana attempted tactics never 
seen before. He met with top FARC leaders, even going as far as travelling into 
the mountains to personally speak with the rebel commanders. He granted FARC 
a demilitarized zone as a show of goodwill. He began official peace talks in his 
first six months on the job. And, of course, he and Clinton, after that strange 
encounter in the Rose Garden, brokered Plan Colombia. 



Nearly two decades later, that Plan Colombia was considered a success story 
spoke to just how grim the situation had been before. The costs of the deal were 
astronomical in both financial and human terms. The United States had spent 
$10 billion propping up Colombia’s security forces, economy, and political 
institutions. Only Israel and Egypt received more aid. From 2005 to 2014, more 
than one hundred and seventy thousand political assassinations targeting leftists 
had reportedly been carried out. The false positives scandal claimed the lives of 
thousands. Human rights abuses, some of them enmeshed in American 
assistance, were frequent: US-made smart bombs were used in the mid-2000s to 
wipe out FARC leaders outside of Colombia’s borders, which often led to the 
deaths of civilians. 

Incidents of “secret state terror” were common. Most famous was the 
destruction of the town of San Vicente del Caguan in February 2002—an attack 
that echoed the joint US-Colombian attack on Marquetalia forty years earlier. 
Government forces, under US pressure, invaded San Vicente, in the prosperous, 
largely self-governing southern territory colloquially referred to as “Farclandia.” 
San Vicente was a successful community, with its own police force, new 
highways and bridges, widespread electricity, quality schools and a health care 
system. But after a round of peace talks abruptly broke off, Pastrana ordered the 
military to invade. US-supplied A-37s and A-47s dropped bombs. Thirteen 
thousand US-trained troops circled the village. The government declared victory, 
telling the media they had wiped out the supposed FARC camps in the area. And 
they had—along with a number of civilians, including children and the elderly. 

Victims of the war seldom saw justice. Militants were “incarcerated” on 
farms and in villas, after which they could emerge with their wealth and 
networks intact, immune from further prosecution or extradition. US-extradited 
paramilitary leaders tended to receive light sentences—just seven years, a little 
more than half what street-level dealers arrested for selling less than an ounce of 
cocaine would serve. 



Nearly two decades after Plan Colombia was launched—and nearly seventy 
years after US intervention in Colombia began—the question remained: Did 
Washington’s insistence on achieving its military and security aims come at too 
high a human cost? And could stronger civilian influences at the decision¬ 
making table have prevented deaths like Elvir’s? When I asked General 
McCaffrey, the Clinton administration drug czar, whether the United States bore 
any responsibility for the civilian deaths throughout the civil war, he was fiercely 
dismissive. The idea of US complicity was “complete illogical poppycock of the 
worst sort. Just utter nonsense.” 

“Why would that be the case?” he asked, referring to the data suggesting a 
correlation between US support and Colombian units committing abuses. “Why 
would oversight by US Foreign Service officers and military officers . . . 
increase EJK and mayhem? It’s just complete nonsense. More likely those units 
were just more involved in counterinsurgency . . . some may well have been 
involved in more action which may have included human rights violations. But 
[blaming the US] is such poppycock it’s beyond belief.” 

“It was a bloody war, there were some bloody things that happened,” he 
conceded. “But basically [the Colombian Army] was the most trusted institution 
in Colombian society.” And indeed, the militaries were often the most trusted 
institutions in countries marked by these American proxy wars. The 
uncomfortable question US officials seldom confronted was the extent to which 
American support elevated those militaries to their status as the only lasting 
structures in their lands. 


whatever its costs, Plan Colombia—unlike later efforts in, for instance, 
Pakistan—eventually rebalanced toward civilian assistance, and laid the 
foundations for peace. In the plan’s first decade, the national police expanded 
into all of the country’s municipalities, helping knock kidnappings down from 



three thousand a year to just over two hundred. Killings were cut nearly in half, 
as was the size of FARC’s forces. By 2006, Colombia had achieved the 
voluntary demobilization of more than thirty thousand combatants, put an end to 
much of the paramilitary violence, and launched peace talks with AUC 
commanders, many of whom agreed to prosecution in exchange for lighter 
prison sentences. 

In the relationship with Colombia, unlike so many other similar alliances, 
there was a holistic development plan surrounding the arms and the human rights 
waivers. The nonmilitary and military components of the deal reinforced one 
another. “We tried to get Congress to do a Free Trade Agreement with Colombia, 
we supported [Colombian president] Uribe in his democratic security efforts to 
rebuild institutions in Colombia,” Condoleezza Rice recalled. “But the FARC 
had to be defeated. The reason you have reasonable peace negotiations now is 
the FARC couldn’t hold Cartagena and Bogota hostage any longer.” That more 
balanced integration of diplomatic and security strategy was at the heart of what 
ultimately brought peace to an embattled nation. At the end of the day, 
McCaffrey said, “We’re talking about the most successful policy intervention by 
the US since World War II.” 

The United States’ military alliances around the world present a record of 
tragedy and chaos, but there are also lessons to be learned. “If you look at Plan 
Colombia,” Rice said, “diplomacy led.” But in the years that followed, the 
Trump administration would struggle to apply elsewhere the lessons that had 
made Colombia an atypical model of success. As sweeping budget cuts made the 
kind of comprehensive, integrated development assistance that had anchored 
Plan Colombia scarce, and a new wave of arms deals and calls to strongmen 
appeared to unmoor American foreign policy from human rights concerns, there 
was little indication those lessons had registered at all. 
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THE STATE OF THE SECRETARY 


JVex Tillerson’S team was fighting again. “So, who’s going to go in with 
him?” Margaret Peterlin, his chief of staff, was saying. She looked me up and 
down with an expression that suggested she’d discovered a pest in the house. We 
were standing on Mahogany Row, at the wide double doors into the secretary of 
state’s office. Under Secretary of State for Public Diplomacy Steven Goldstein 
folded his arms and stared daggers at Peterlin. “Well, I guess I won’t be,” he told 
her. “Heather can go.” He tilted his head toward Tillerson’s spokesperson, the 
former Fox News anchor Heather Nauert. Peterlin narrowed her eyes at 
Goldstein. “Are you sure?” she said, with theatrical displeasure. Goldstein didn’t 
reply. Tillerson strode up to the door, cutting the tension. 

Such discord often simmered just under the surface in the months before 
Tillerson’s unceremonious firing in March 2018, according to multiple members 
of his embattled inner circle. Often, it emanated from Peterlin, a formidable 
attorney and former congressional staffer who helped draft the Patriot Act after 
the September 11 attacks and guided Tillerson through his confirmation process. 


When she was passed a note indicating I’d arrived that day, she’d given the rest 
of the team an ultimatum: from the public relations staff, only Goldstein would 
be permitted in the interview. Goldstein had pointed out that Nauert, as 
spokesperson, would be the one responsible for answering ensuing public 
questions. Peterlin had insisted there was simply no room. Two staffers said 
there was another motivation: Peterlin had been lobbying to get Nauert fired. 

The standoff hadn’t been resolved by the time I was ushered in to see Tillerson, 
nor as I left, when a second contretemps ensued over who would stay behind 
with the secretary. (Goldstein again insisted on Nauert, visibly vexing Peterlin.) 

This squabbling barely qualified as drama, but it was unusual behavior to 
display so openly in front of a reporter, and at odds with the kind of tightly 
organized messaging prized by most of Tillerson’s predecessors. It provided a 
small window into a State Department that appeared to be plunged into chaos at 
every level. As the Trump administration ceded policy authority to the Pentagon 
and the growing number of generals within the White House, this was the sole 
counterbalance: an enfeebled State Department, led by Secretaries seemingly 
drafted into the job based on their willingness to serve as diplomacy’s 
executioners—and, in Tillerson’s case, fired just as quickly for their failure to do 
so. 


When we met in January 2018, Tillerson was wearing a charcoal suit and a 
canary yellow tie, patterned with horseshoes. He was sitting, legs crossed, 
relaxed, in one of the blue-and-gold upholstered chairs in the secretary’s office, a 
few feet from the spot where Richard Holbrooke’s heart had burst seven years 
before. The office looked much as it had that day, except for the art: when 
Tillerson first set up shop, he’d replaced the portraits of dead diplomats with 
scenes of the American West. Tillerson got compared to a cowboy a lot, and 
between the decor and the horseshoes, appeared to be leaning into it. The name 



helped: Rex Wayne Tillerson, after Rex Allen and John Wayne, the actors behind 
some of Hollywood’s most indelible swaggering cowboys. 

Tillerson was born in Wichita Falls, Texas, and was raised there and in 
neighboring Oklahoma by parents of modest means. His father “drove a truck 
selling bread at grocery stores,” his mother raised the kids. The couple had met 
through the Boy Scouts, when his mother visited her brother at the camp where 
Tillerson’s father worked. Tillerson honored that legacy by remaining active in 
Boy Scouts leadership for much of his career. His biography was marked by 
earnest overachievement: he was an Eagle Scout, and then a member of his high 
school band, in which he played the kettle and snare drums, and which yielded a 
marching band scholarship to the University of Texas at Austin. Over the course 
of more than forty years at ExxonMobil, culminating in his decade-long tenure 
as CEO, he’d amassed a personal fortune of at least three hundred million dollars 
—not including the roughly one hundred and eighty million dollar retirement 
package he received upon his departure from the firm to enter government. The 
call to serve in the Trump administration had thrown into disarray plans for 
retirement, to his wife Renda and two horse and cattle ranches in Texas. “I didn’t 
want this job,” he said. “My wife told me I’m supposed to do this. ... I was 
going to go to the ranch to be with my grandkids.” When I asked if, a year in, he 
thought he’d made the right call taking the job, he laughed. Peterlin shot him a 
warning look. “Yeah,” he said. “It’s been” —he furrowed his brow, appearing to 
search for the word— “ interesting .” 


When Trump nominated Tillerson to the job, his experience running one of the 
largest multinational corporations in the world inspired optimism among career 
officials. Maybe, several said, he’d be a fierce defender of the Department. 
Maybe he’d bring to the job a private sector knack for institutional growth—or 
at least savvy, targeted trimming. And Tillerson’s first remarks to his workforce 



—about ten minutes of them, standing on the stairs of the packed State 
Department lobby—had been well received. “I’m the new guy,” he’d affably 
informed the crowd. He’d mentioned the walls at either end of the lobby, where 
the names of hundreds of Foreign Service officers killed in the line of duty are 
engraved in marble. “The buzz was okay,” recalled Erin Clancy, the Foreign 
Service officer who narrowly avoided firing during the Mahogany Row 
massacre, shortly after Tillerson was confirmed. “Things were blue skies. His 
business record was promising.” A source close to the Trump White House 
echoed that sentiment. “What a different choice,” that individual recalled 
thinking when first consulted about Tillerson. “What a cool guy.” 

The problems mounted quickly. After arriving at State, Tillerson disappeared. 
He granted few interviews and throttled press access to an unprecedented extent. 
For his first Asia trip, he ruffled feathers in the press corps by bringing only a 
lone writer from a conservative website. Former secretary of state Condoleezza 
Rice, who’d championed Tillerson’s nomination, was among many who 
expressed dismay. “You have to take the press on the plane,” several individuals 
close to her recalled her saying. “It’s called a democracy. That’s what we 
advocate for when we travel on government-funded planes as secretary of state. 
Why isn’t he taking the press on the plane?” When I asked Rice about her views 
on Tillerson, she was more politic. “I can’t assess what’s going on inside,” she 
said. “I hear news stories and I know the tendency when they’re unhappy to put 
out a version. I just know Rex Tillerson is a very strong person and a good 
manager and I think he’s a good leader but I can’t speak to the specifics of how 
he’s running it.” 

Tillerson and his aides readily admitted to having a messaging problem. “I 
don’t play the game outside the house, it’s not what I do,” Tillerson said. “That 
probably is from my forty-one-and-a-half years in the private sector. I’m just 
disciplined that way. That’s how I do things, and it’s frustrated a lot of people, I 
get it.” He laughed. “But I’m not going to change!” But Tillerson’s reticence to 



talk exacted a cost. The source close to the White House who initially expressed 
optimism about Tillerson put it bluntly: “They alienated the press.” Gossip items 
began to make the rounds in DC, portraying him as aloof and insulated from the 
Department. Some were exaggerated, like the Washington Post’s claim that 
Margaret Peterlin had told career diplomats not to make eye contact with the 
secretary of state. Several sources, including one on Tillerson’s security detail, 
disputed the idea that she’d enforced such a rule. But Peterlin did guard Tillerson 
so fiercely that many officers agreed with public reports describing her as a 
“bottleneck.” Even peers, like Condoleezza Rice, were reportedly unable to 
reach him without first going through Peterlin. “I can’t get through,” Rice 
remarked in frustration, according to the recollections of one of the individuals 
close to her. “Margaret screened my call.” 

More consequential was Tillerson’s inaccessibility inside the Department. 
After the remarks on his first day, he didn’t speak to the workforce again until an 
initial town hall in May—unusually late in an administration for a new secretary 
of state. With his contained, stoic body language—small, confident gestures, no 
movement above the elbows—he’d given employees an overview of the basics 
of world conflicts. Some found it condescending. “It was an exercise in, ‘I can 
read a map,’ ” recalled one Foreign Service officer in attendance. When Tillerson 
told a story about attending a Model UN session and telling a twelve-year-old 
participant how much the Foreign Service inspired him, a middle-aged officer 
began feverishly muttering, “You don’t know us!” at a decibel level audible to 
three rows of the auditorium. “The fact is that Mr. Tillerson is not witting of 
everything going on in the Department and he can’t be if he’s just relying on his 
little political cabal that’s around him,” Colin Powell said. “And they seem to 
spend their time making sure he doesn’t get anything from the State 
Department.” 

Several staffers said Tillerson’s inaccessibility extended to foreign 
counterparts. “He is not a proactive seeker of conversations or outreach,” an 



officer in the State Department’s Operations Center, who spent months 
connecting Tillerson’s calls, told me. “The vast majority of the calls we managed 
with the secretary while I was there were with people in the administration. ... It 
felt like a lot of internal navel-gazing.” The existence of those internal calls 
wasn’t unusual. But the ratio of internal to external conversations was, according 
to officers who worked in Operations under multiple secretaries of state. When 
new secretaries are sworn in, for instance, they typically receive a flood of 
courtesy calls from foreign ministers and heads of state around the world. More 
than sixty came into the Operations Center for Tillerson. He declined to take 
more than three a day. 

Later, when the United States initiated strikes on Syria, the administration 
entirely skipped the conventional step of notifying NATO allies. Tillerson 
received a flood of calls. “When news broke, alarmed allies, including the 
Czechs—who are our protecting power in Syria—were calling, saying T would 
like to speak to Secretary Tillerson,’ ” the Operations officer told me. It was 
early on a Sunday afternoon, and Tillerson was in Washington and unoccupied. 
“We were told that the secretary had a long weekend so he was going to go home 
and have dinner with his wife and call it a night.” No calls. The man was, career 
officers marveled, committed to work-life balance. But the decision also baffled 
some. “We just bombed Syria without telling our allies,” said the Operations 
officer, exasperated. “You might have to do some phone calls, even from home. 
That floored me.” 

Tillerson appeared unwilling to fill the perceived vacuum of leadership by 
leaning on others inside the Department. Instead, rumors mounted about the 
sidelining of career experts and their opinions. Aides described Tillerson as an 
intensive researcher, who prepped deeply for meetings. But his ruthless 
efficiency also raised eyebrows. “I do read all these memos that come to me . . . 

” Tillerson had said at that first, long-awaited town hall. “I appreciate those of 
you that get them on one page, because I’m not a fast reader.” He wasn’t 



kidding. Under Tillerson, the formal guidelines for memos bore an all-red, 
boldfaced warning: “there is a two-page limit.” Informally, several officials said, 
a one-page limit was being enforced. Every secretary of state enforces different 
guidelines for the kind of briefing papers they like to see. Preventing bloated 
paperwork was, in theory, a rational goal. But several senior officials said that, in 
this case, they felt unable to properly convey nuance to a secretary with little 
background on the intricate relationships he was now tasked with overseeing. 
Even the brief papers permitted to reach the secretary’s office were often 
withheld for long stretches of time, languishing, awaiting Peterlin’s review. 
According to two officials, special assistants in the secretary’s office postdated 
some memos to reduce the risk of public scandal associated with the backlog. 

The source close to the White House was one of many in Tillerson’s orbit 
who struggled to reconcile his peerless track record of private-sector 
management with his approach to the State Department. “Forty years at Exxon, 
in the God Pod, telling people to jump based on how high the price of oil is up,” 
the source said, using the pet term for Tillerson’s office suite within 
ExxonMobil. “I’m not trying to be shitty, but, you know, there’s a way to run 
that company.” Government, where no man is god except the president, was 
something else. “At first I thought ‘uh oh, this is growing pains; a private-sector 
guy, realizing how hard Washington is,’ ” the source close to the White House 
continued. “And just, what I started to see, week after week, month after month, 
was someone who, not only didn’t get it, but there was just no self-reflection.” 


Until Tillerson was finally fired in March 2018, rumors of his demise were 
relentless. Former CIA director Mike Pompeo, who ultimately replaced him, was 
one popularly cited successor. Trump’s ambassador to the United Nations, Nikki 
Haley, whose potential ascendancy to Tillerson’s job was the subject of 
aggressive strategic leaks from the Trump White House, was another. The 



perceived rivalry with Haley appeared to be a source of particular vexation for 
Tillerson and his team. The day I arrived to meet with the secretary, they were 
still reeling from an announcement Haley had made on the withholding of 
funding for UNRWA, the UN agency for Palestinian Refugees. Tillerson hadn’t 
been consulted. In a series of tense emails, Haley’s press office told Tillerson 
staffers that it had checked with the White House directly, rather than work 
through the secretary of state. Several weeks later, when Tillerson delivered 
well-received, tough remarks on Syria, Haley put out her own statement on the 
same subject at virtually the same time, prompting grumbling from Tillerson’s 
team that Haley was publicly undermining him. Tensions between secretaries of 
state and US ambassadors to the United Nations were nothing new, but this 
particular enmity seemed to run deeper. “Holy shit,” the source close to the 
White House said, “I’ve never seen anything like the way he’s treated her ... it’s 
shocking.” Multiple White House sources expressed similar sentiments, with one 
saying Tillerson’s “rage” toward Haley had drawn the disapproval of even the 
president. Tillerson’s team disputed those accounts. Steven Goldstein, the under 
secretary of state for public diplomacy, called Tillerson “a very caring, decent, 
principled person” and attributed unflattering accounts from White House 
sources to disgruntled rivals. “Whenever you have a foreign policy decision, 
there are always competing interests and sometimes people aren’t happy with the 
decisions made,” he said. “But what is said is the furthest from the truth.” 

Tillerson, for his part, said his focus lay elsewhere. “The only person that I 
have to worry about is the president of the United States,” he told me. “As long 
as he is happy with what I’m doing and wants me to keep doing it, that’s what 
I’m going to do.” But there were also reports of acrimony between Tillerson and 
Trump. In October 2017, a number of publications gleefully reported that 
Tillerson had, in one meeting, even referred to the president as a “moron.” 
Tillerson’s Texas swagger, the source close to the White House said, irked 
Trump. “You just can’t be an arrogant alpha male all the time with Trump. You 



have to do what Mattis does, which is ‘Mr. President, you’re the president, 
you’re smarter than me, you won, your instincts are always right, but let me just 
give you the other view, sir.’ Then you have this guy coming in,” the source said, 
referring to Tillerson, “going ‘Well, I guess because I worked for so many years 
in the oil business, I have something to say. You don’t know much about the 
region, so let me start with that.’ I mean, honestly, condescending.” Tillerson 
aides said their boss spent more time with the president than most cabinet 
members, and Tillerson insisted accounts of a rift were overstated. “The 
relationship that he and I have is not like a lot of secretaries of state had with the 
presidents they’ve served,” he explained, “because we did not know each other 
at all. So some of the dynamic between he and I is just learning who each other 
is. We didn’t know each other, and I’m a very different style of manager than he 
is, and sometimes those differences are evident to other people. It doesn’t mean 
we don’t work together, though.” The president, it came to pass, had a different 
view. 

When I mentioned the White House’s role in rumors of his demise, Tillerson 
made no effort to feign surprise. “Mhm,” he said, nodding. He’d been waiting 
for the question. “How do you deal with that?” I asked. “I ignore it,” he said 
flatly. He arched an eyebrow. “When you say the White House, who are you 
talking about?” It was a rhetorical question. “I’m not asking you to reveal 
sources. You understand the question though. The White House is comprised of 
how many people?” Brian Hook, Tillerson’s director of policy planning, chimed 
in that the answer was perhaps in the thousands. Tillerson waved him off. “But 
people that matter, people that might have an interest in whether I stay or leave, 
there’s about one hundred and sixty of them . . . .” Tillerson leaned in and, for a 
moment, I realized it must be unpleasant to be fired by him. “I’m not gonna 
reveal my sources, cause I know who it is. I know who it is. And they know I 
know.” 

According to three people who had heard Tillerson speak directly of the 



matter behind closed doors, this was a reference to Trump’s son-in-law-turned- 
adviser Jared Kushner. Tillerson, according to those sources, was convinced that 
Kushner, collaborating with another senior White House official, had been 
working to engineer Haley into the secretary of state job, to clear his own ascent 
to secretary of state. After Tillerson’s departure, sources close to him continued 
to maintain that Kushner had played an instrumental role in his demise. Tensions 
between the two men had been flaring regularly, often in the form of a public 
relations proxy war. When Tillerson prevailed in reinstating some of the 
humanitarian funds for the UN agency for Palestinian refugees that Haley had 
sought to withhold, press items discussing potential negative repercussions for 
Kushner’s Middle East peace efforts began appearing. Tillerson aides accused 
Kushner of planting them. The source close to the White House said Kushner 
had attempted to work with Tillerson and met with resistance. “Here’s what I 
saw: a president who surprised [Kushner] on the spot and said ‘you’re doing 
Mideast peace’ after the campaign. A guy who tried to brief Rex every single 
week but could never even get a call back or a meeting. . . . And it wasn’t just 
Jared. It was many people across the government, including fellow cabinet 
members, who complained.” A Tillerson aide bristled at the characterization of 
Kushner as a polite recipient of unexpected mandates, saying Tillerson had been 
forced to “have a pointed conversation” with Kushner, reminding him who was 
secretary of state. 

But, when I asked Tillerson whether he had been frustrated when core 
mandates typically led by the secretary of state were handed to Kushner, he was 
surprisingly passive. “Uh, no,” he said. “It’s not a point of frustration because I 
think, in most areas, there was clarity up front. It was pretty clear in the 
beginning the president wanted him to work on the Middle East peace process, 
and so we carved that out.” Had he pushed back? I asked. “No,” he said. “That’s 
what the president wanted to do.” Tillerson remained involved. Kushner would 
“come over” periodically to update him, “so at least we had full connectivity 



between that and all the other issues that we’re managing with the same 
countries and same leaders. We would give them input and suggestions: 

‘probably want to think about this,’ ‘that’s going to be a non-starter 
Tillerson seemed passionate about fighting stories of his ouster. Surrendering 
Middle East peace, he greeted with a shrug. Hook, the director of policy 
planning, went a step further. “It’s important for parties in the region to know our 

peace team has the full backing of the president.” he said. “I know past 

administrations made different divisions of labor on Mideast peace, but ours is 
built around new approaches and much closer proximity to the president.” 
Having the imprimatur of the president’s son-in-law, he suggested, was a good 
thing. 

But the messy division of labor between Tillerson and Kushner had real 
consequences for American policy. When Tillerson began to work as a mediator 
in a dispute that saw Saudi Arabia and a number of Gulf States cut off relations 
with Qatar, an important counterterrorism ally, Trump veered off course, issuing 
a vociferous, off-the-cuff takedown of Qatar. It was a 180-degree turn from the 
narrative Tillerson had been pushing on the Sunday shows just a day before. 
Kushner, according to White House sources, had sided with the Saudis based on 
his close relationship with Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, whom 
Kushner considered a promising reformer. Middle East policy had been given to 
both men, and it appeared that Kushner, with a background in real estate and 
being the president’s son-in-law, was winning the tug-of-war. 

Colin Powell recalled similar turf wars with then-vice president Dick Cheney, 
and not fondly. “I’ve been in similar situations, where I suddenly discovered 
we’ve created military commissions. Wait a minute—that’s a legal matter and a 
legal matter the State Department has primacy on.” Did he have advice, I asked, 
for Tillerson? “I can’t tell. He may love it,” Powell said with a shrug. “I can’t tell 
that he objects.” And then, with a wry smile: “Maybe if we had ambassadors 
there, they’d pick it up—that’s what they do.” Powell was poking at a broader 




consequence of the Trump administration’s approach to State: a building 
increasingly unmanned and cut down to size. 

In March 2018, Tillerson himself became the latest diplomat to receive a pink 
slip. “Mike Pompeo, Director of the CIA, will become our new Secretary of 
State,” Trump tweeted. “He will do a fantastic job! Thank you to Rex Tillerson 
for his service!” As was increasingly the norm, the State Department was the last 
to learn. “The Secretary had every intention of staying . . . .” read a statement 
from Goldstein, Tillerson’s spokesperson. “The Secretary did not speak to the 
president and is unaware of the reason.” 

Pompeo, a former Republican congressman from Kansas, had little by way of 
diplomatic experience, and was more of a hawk than Tillerson. He had backed 
Trump’s saber-rattling calls to dismantle the Iran deal with his own, equally 
hardline statements and tweets. And he appeared to have internalized some of 
the lessons cited by White House officials about dealing with Trump’s ego. The 
president, he had said during his tenure as CIA director, “asks good, hard 
questions. Make[s] us go make sure we’re doing our work in the right way.” 
Trump, likewise, said he and Pompeo were “always on the same wavelength. 

The relationship has always been good and that is what I need as Secretary of 
State.” 

In the weeks leading up to the firing, Tillerson had attempted to communicate 
more support for the institution he ran, praising the value of the Foreign Service. 
The guillotine finally descending suggested that message was unwelcome. 
American diplomacy would be downsized, and there would be less dissent as it 
happened. Pompeo would step into a State Department where that mission was 
already well under way. 
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THE MOSQUITO AND THE SWORD 


Tillerson had studied engineering in college, a fact he mentioned with some 
frequency and which seemed to inform his hard-nosed approach to management. 
When I asked him what kind of a legacy he envisioned leaving behind as 
secretary of state, he spoke of institutional reform before policy. “I’m a very 
systems, process guy,” he said. And so, in April 2017, he began with a 
comprehensive survey, retaining a private consulting firm, Insigniam, to 
diagnose the health of America’s diplomatic organs. 

Over the course of several months, at a cost just north of $1 million, 
consultants surveyed more than 35,000 Department of State and USAID 
employees. This was regarded first as a good idea, and then, upon the delivery of 
the survey, a frustrating one. “It just made people crazy,” a Foreign Service 
officer in the Department’s Bureau of International Narcotics and Law 
Enforcement Affairs (INL) remembered. “I had to walk away from my computer 
for an hour before I could look at those questions.” 

“What should the Department stop doing?” the survey asked bluntly. What 


was a diplomat’s mission in six words (so the firm could make word clouds)? 
“It’s preposterous ... a copy and paste from what a corporation would use, and 
even then, at almost any corporation, this would not have been customized 
enough,” the Foreign Service officer in INL told me. “What the hell?” the 
Operations officer agreed. “I have some words for your cloud, but they all have 
four letters.” BuzzFeed declared the survey “straight out of Office Space,” and 
promptly made it into a listicle. 

But the results were revealing. Some of the officers’ complaints were 
quotidian. “The technology is terrible,” the survey concluded, noting that the 
DC-based Department used servers in Miami for some reason, and quoting a 
distraught employee’s lament that “with some PCs, you have to turn them upside 
down or they will burn out.” Rex Tillerson focused on these practicalities when I 
asked him about his objectives for reform. “We need to update and modernize 
ourselves,” he said. “I’m sure we’re using the same IT system that we were 
using when you were here.” Like a diplomatic Marie Kondo, he wanted to 
remove “clutter in the way people have to work.” 

But the survey also reflected more existential concerns. “People do not speak 
optimistically about the future,” the firm concluded. “The absence of a clear 
vision of the future allows room for speculation and rumor about what the future 
could bring, such as further USAID integration into [State] or the militarization 
of foreign policy.” One officer interviewed pleaded: “I am concerned that the 
dramatic reduction in budget, paired with extended staffing gaps at the most 
senior level, will result in the loss of not only an exceptionally talented group of 
people from our ranks, but will hamper our impact to fulfill our mission for 
decades to come.” Of the Trump administration and Rex Tillerson’s team at 
State, the Insigniam report concluded, “[p]eople question if these two groups 
understand the role the Department of State plays in forwarding the interests of 
the United States in the world.” Many “perceived [a] lack of support from the 
administration, from Congress, and from the new [State] leadership, and from 



the American people.” 

Rex Tillerson’s quest to de-clutter, it came to pass, was not about to allay 
these fears. 


The administration’s first budget floated to Congress proposed a 27 percent 
slash to the State Department’s funding—roughly $10 billion of the 
Department’s $52.78-billion budget. The White House wanted to eliminate all 
funding for the United States Institute of Peace and its mission to “guide peace 
talks and advise governments; train police and religious leaders; and support 
community groups opposing extremism.” It would gut health programs on HIV, 
malaria, and polio, and halve the United States’ contributions to United Nations 
peacekeeping missions. It hoped to shutter the State Department’s Office of 
Global Criminal Justice, responsible for setting policy on war crimes. More 
radically, the administration sought to move the bureaus of refugee issues and 
consular affairs—responsible for the passport stamping and hostage extricating 
that are perhaps the Department’s most recognizable core competency—out of 
State entirely and into the Department of Homeland Security. Even the State 
Department’s mission statement was sized up for cuts. For the first time, an 
administration proposed removing “just” and “democratic” from the list of 
qualities the United States sought to encourage around the world. 

Few thought that the programs targeted for cuts were without need for reform. 
But there was steadily gathering outrage at the broad and seemingly cavalier 
nature of the cutbacks. Opposition reached a head in early 2018, when USAID, 
which reports to the State Department, took the unprecedented step of 
announcing that it would not comply with Tillerson’s efforts to reorganize his 
building and its own. “Per direction from the Front Office, we are suspending all 
USAID involvement. . .” an official said in an email to senior staff. “You should 
not work on any joint Redesign activities.” This was mutiny. 



That move had been preceded by months of bipartisan pushback against 
Tillerson’s plans. In a deco, wood-paneled hearing room in the Dirksen Senate 
Office Building, Tillerson faced off against arched eyebrows and grandstanding 
from both sides of the aisle when he presented the administration’s first proposed 
budget. “After about five minutes” of reviewing the proposal, Senator Bob 
Corker, the Republican chair, reportedly recalled, “I said, This is a total waste of 
time. I don’t want to do this anymore.’ And the reason it’s a waste of time is, I 
think you know, the budget that’s being presented is not going to be the budget 
we’re going to deal with.” 

“We’ll write our own budget, but I do think it has a chilling impact on State 
Department, with the career people trying to carry out their missions,” added 
Ben Cardin, the ranking Democrat. “Seventy years ago this month one of your 
predecessors, George Marshall, delivered a speech that helped cement his 
reputation as a key architect of the post-War effort to build a liberal international 
order. He was ‘present at the creation.’ My concern today, quite frankly, is that 
your Administration will go down in the history books as being ‘present at the 
destruction’ of that order we have worked so hard to support—and that has so 
benefited our security and prosperity and ideals.” 

Dirksen was a 1950s addition to the Hill. Its hearing rooms were among the 
first built with television in mind, eschewing round tables for rostrums designed 
for spectators. C-SPAN cameras picked up Tillerson nodding almost 
imperceptibly, a frown flickering across his face. But he gamely defended the 
deep cuts to his own organization, through hours of drubbing. Over the 
following year, Congress essentially tried to throw money at the Department, 
which Tillerson declined. He refused to accept $80 million in congressional 
funding earmarked for State to counter Russian propaganda, to the bafflement of 
many officials. It was almost unheard of for a cabinet official to refuse money 
already appropriated for his or her agency, and it raised eyebrows after the 
intelligence and defense communities asserted that Russia had been using 



propaganda to meddle in the presidential election. An aide said Tillerson feared 
the funds might anger Russia. Tillerson’s relations on the Hill frayed. One 
prominent Republican senator called the White House and threatened to 
subpoena Tillerson if he wasn’t more cooperative, according to a source at the 
White House and another on the Hill. 

Several former secretaries of state of both parties regarded with astonishment 
Tillerson’s pushback against funds for his Department. “Senators who believed 
in the State Department wanted to restore some of the money, or not agree to the 
cuts,” Madeleine Albright recalled. “Tillerson didn’t want the money. For me, 
I’ve never heard about anything like that.” 

When I pressed him on his defense of the budget, Tillerson appeared 
conflicted. He admitted, for the first time, that he had pushed back on the budget 
behind closed doors. “In fact, I had people around here who said, 'You know, 
you need to leak your passback letter, you need to leak your appeals letter.’ And 
I said, ‘No, that’s not how I do things.’ ” Tillerson said he’d looked at the 
numbers proposed by the White House Office of Management and Budget 
(OMB) and assumed he could count on “plus ten, plus twenty percent, because 
we figure the congress is going to give us something there.” No other living 
secretary of state said they’d conducted budget advocacy this way, asking for 
less and leaving it to Congress to fight for their institution. Tillerson conceded he 
may have simply lacked experience. “Having been here one month, I didn’t have 
a real basis to do much other than work with OMB to understand what were their 
objectives. I’ll be honest with you: I didn’t get myself embroiled so much in the 
numbers themselves as much as trying to understand, ‘What are we trying to 
achieve here?’ ” In the end, Trump would replace Tillerson with complaints 
about needing to be on the same “wavelength” as his secretary of state anyway. 
Even the modest pushback behind closed doors had, apparently, been too much. 

Ironically, the greatest champions of State Department funding were 
sometimes on the military side: the generals, flush with cash in their own 



institution, seeking to spread the wealth. “If you don’t fund the State Department 
fully, then I need to buy more ammunition ultimately,” Trump’s secretary of 
defense James Mattis told members of Congress in 2013, when he was 
CENTCOM commander. “I think it’s a cost-benefit ratio. The more that we put 
into the State Department’s diplomacy, hopefully, the less we have to put into a 
military budget.” But by 2017, even he appeared to flip that logic while 
advocating for a new era of increased defense spending: “Our military must 
ensure that the president and our diplomats always negotiate from a position of 
strength.” He had little to worry about. The same budget that eviscerated 
America’s civilian foreign policy apparatus proposed a $52-billion hike in 
defense spending. 

The Mahogany Row massacre had been nothing compared to the planned 
casualties of the budget offensive. More than 1,300 diplomats would get pink 
slips. New hiring was also frozen. Initially, it was announced that there would be 
no new classes of Foreign Service officers—the so-called “A 100” recruits who 
file off for training at a sort of Hogwarts for diplomats in the Virginia 
countryside before becoming full-fledged officers. Rangel and Pickering fellows, 
who are drawn from underrepresented communities and had already been 
promised spots in those classes, were suddenly left without a future. Outrage was 
so swift and decisive that some new recruits were reinstated. State also abruptly 
suspended its participation in the Presidential Management Fellows program, a 
prestigious apprenticeship long used to draw talent to the profession. The effect 
was tangible: the number of new recruits taking the Foreign Service entrance 
exam plummeted by 26 percent from the year before. It was the lowest level of 
interest in nearly a decade. Under the best of circumstances, the State 
Department faced intense competition from the private sector when it came to 
recruiting great minds. “Imagine today, when the handwriting is on the wall that 
Trump doesn’t value the State Department?” John Kerry said. “Imagine what 
that does to the best people?” 



There seemed to be just as little interest in filling the core leadership roles 
that had been left intact. Hundreds of senior positions sat empty. The building 
was being run almost entirely by deputies elevated to “acting” assistant secretary 
status, many of whom had decades less experience than their unceremoniously 
removed predecessors. When I asked Tillerson whether the unfilled posts were a 
source of anxiety, he puffed his chest and smirked. “I don’t have anxiety,” he 
said. This particular matter was, however, “a point of concern ... the posts have 
been open too long. It’s not something I’m happy about.” 

Tillerson said he met with officials overseeing personnel every other week to 
address the problem. “They’ve not been easy,” he said of conversations with the 
White House about filling the open jobs. “The process over there has not been 
the most efficient and they’ve changed personnel trying to improve it, I mean, 
many, many times ... it was very slow, it was very cumbersome, it was 
frustrating at times because you couldn’t get a sense of, ‘What’s the issue’? 
Someone seems to be kind of sitting in idle over there . . .” Tillerson sighed. “I 
would tell ’em, ‘Just give me a no, at least with a no, I’ll go get another name.’ ” 
He was reported to have exploded at White House personnel director Johnny 
DeStefano over meddling in his staffing decisions—including a rejection of his 
initial choice for deputy, Elliott Abrams, who was deemed too critical of Trump 
during the campaign. That role would sit empty for nearly five months. This was 
the problem across the Department. In one early conversation, a Tillerson aide 
gave me a specific reason he couldn’t respond to detailed questions about the 
budget cuts: “We’re just so thinly staffed, I don’t have time to get into that.” 


Even the State Department’s most ardent champions often agree that the 
bureaucracy is no model of efficiency. Richard Holbrooke, in his 1970s 
complaint in Foreign Policy magazine, “The Machine that Fails,” decried the 
“sheer, unimaginable size” of the system and its stultifying procedures and 
protocols. James Baker, George H. W. Bush’s secretary of state, took a similar 



view, complaining of “too many bureaucratic layers, which can lead sometimes 
to sclerotic decision-making.” 

Trump administration officials invoked a similar logic. The goal, one told me, 
was to strip back the roving envoys and pet projects and restore power to the 
regional bureaus. 

“How do you restore power to the regional bureaus if there are no heads of 
regional bureaus in the building?” I asked, genuinely curious. 

“I don’t know what your experience with the Foreign Service is—” 

“Mixed,” I admitted. 

“It’s mixed. There are some bureaus where I can hand something to someone 
and I know with 100 percent confidence that I don’t have to look again. There 
are some where I have to start at the one-yard line and march it ninety-nine 
yards.” 

Like any large organization, and especially government organizations with 
little relationship between merit and compensation, the Foreign Service had its 
clock punchers and sullen, bored lifers. But it also had plenty of wonderful, 
dedicated public servants: men and women well qualified to make more money 
elsewhere, sacrificing much to protect American lives. In the end, the doubts 
behind the aide’s skepticism were self-fulfilling. American leadership no longer 
valued diplomats, which led to the kind of cuts that made diplomats less 
valuable. Rinse, repeat. 

Several former secretaries of state agreed with the premise of expansive cuts, 
but virtually all, spanning generations, took issue with the extent and execution 
of the ones championed by the Trump administration. The most supportive of 
significant downsizing, Baker, said that he believed in the urgency of restraining 
government spending in general and had “long believed that the State 
Department’s budgets could benefit from a review. ... Of course,” he was quick 
to add, “I cannot respond to the scale of recent employee cutbacks at the State 
Department because I have not been briefed about them.” 



George P. Shultz, who served in Nixon’s and Reagan’s cabinets, said: “I think 
it’s a drastic cut. There’s no doubt that some things can be cut down like the 
special envoys. But fundamentally . . . you have to have regional bureaus, you 
have to have ambassadors, you have to have people who know the layout.” 
Shultz and Tillerson had both spent years in the private sector, Shultz at Bechtel, 
the construction and civil engineering company. Transitioning from a large 
corporation to a government organization, he said, “You don’t start out with the 
idea that you’re going to cut everything before you even know what’s going on.” 
The fact that Tillerson had moved so swiftly toward downsizing was 
“astonishing. Whether he was told to do that by the president, that was part of a 
condition of taking the job, I don’t know. On the other hand, if the president 
insists on something like that, I think it’s unacceptable. You can turn a job 
down.” 

Condoleezza Rice, who once served as a budget officer at Stanford 
University, was a believer in efficiency. “I don’t say 30 percent,” she told me in 
that clipped cadence retaining just a trace of her Alabama roots. “But I can’t say 
that there isn’t some tightening up that could be done at State . . . Some of these 
auxiliary positions, things grow like Topsy and nobody ever prunes them.” But, 
she said, other efforts to scale back under the Trump administration, like 
dropping democracy from the United States’ diplomatic mandate, “would be a 
spectacularly bad idea.” And even she questioned the battery of unfilled 
positions across the Department: “I don’t understand any reform that’s not going 
to have an assistant secretary for Europe and Latin America and Asia.” 

Other former secretaries were more exercised about the state of the 
Department. “I believe it is incalculable damage that’s been caused,” Madeleine 
Albright said. “What became very evident to me the minute the budget was 
proposed was that it was in fact cutting not just fat, but into the system.” Hillary 
Clinton described “getting rid of Arabic speakers, Korean speakers, Mandarin 
speakers, cutting back the number of young people who want to be Foreign 



Service officers who have language experience or are willing to take the two to 
three years necessary to master a difficult language” as “foolishness.” 

Colin Powell offered a similarly blunt assessment. The new administration 
was “ripping the guts out of the organization. Worse than that, they’re not filling 
these positions they’re planning to keep.” The hiring freeze was especially 
stinging for a secretary who had invested so personally in the workforce. “Any 
organization that stops bringing in new blood is hurting itself in the present and 
in the future. It’s a mistake. When you stop bringing people in or when you 
make it an undesirable place to be, then you are mortgaging your future.” He 
grinned. Powell had kept some of his more incisive observations on background. 
This one, he said, “you can use.” 

“It’s enormously costly,” John Kerry told me of what was, in the eyes of 
many in the building, becoming a relentless pummeling of the Department and 
the profession. “Look, in a couple years, if we get a presidency of either party 
that values diplomacy, you can fix a budget, you can invest again in the State 
Department, but it takes years to undo what’s happening because it takes years to 
build up expertise and capacity.” 

The effect on morale was immediate for those at a working level, watching 
their profession get dismantled as they tried to do their jobs. “It’s undisciplined 
and not based on effectiveness,” said Chris LaVine, the career official who had 
been working on Syria policy at State when news of the cuts hit. “It’s the 
equivalent of taking a sword to a mosquito.” 
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MELTDOWN 


A s Foggy Bottom emptied, America’s diplomatic foothold in confrontations 
around the world began to slip. In July 2017, Rex Tillerson and President Trump 
sat at the White House, shouting at each other about Iran. The deal to contain 
that country’s nuclear development, struck under Tillerson’s predecessor, John 
Kerry, required the administration to certify Iranian compliance to Congress 
every ninety days. The two men were meeting ahead of the latest of these 
milestones. “Why should I certify?” Trump demanded again and again, 
according to a source familiar with the meeting. Two of Trump’s hard-line 
advisers, Steve Bannon and Sebastian Gorka, backed him up, insisting the deal 
was hurting American national security interests. 

Where Tillerson had been a seemingly enthusiastic enforcer of budget cuts, 
on several of these policy matters, he appeared to lay down in front of the 
bulldozer of the Trump administration. Tillerson’s response to Trump’s insistent 
questioning—that all evidence indicated that Iran had complied with and passed 
inspections by international investigators—agitated the president. By the end of 


the meeting, the source said, he was furious. A Tillerson spokesperson later 
claimed accounts of the showdown were exaggerated, and that the president was 
“appreciative” of the input. But even he conceded, choosing his words delicately, 
that “not everyone in the room agreed with what the secretary was saying.” 
Public reports drawing on White House sources later gave the meeting a simpler 
description: a “meltdown.” Trump told his White House advisers to come up 
with alternative rationales for killing the deal. If the State Department wouldn’t 
give him what he wanted, he would simply work around it. 

The Iran deal had vexed Trump since the campaign. On the trail, he had said 
that his “number one priority” was “to dismantle the disastrous deal with Iran.” 

In one stump speech, he’d offered his own rendition of the multilateral 
negotiations that led to the agreement: “Can you imagine?” he asked, head 
bobbing animatedly over a microphone, royal blue tie dangling, as ever, four 
inches longer than customary. He put a hand to his ear in a pantomime of a 
phone. “You call them: ‘We hear you’re making nukes.’ ‘OK, well let us check.’ 
They call: ‘No, we’re not making nukes there, you dumb son of a bitch.’ ” 

Trump mouthed the last words under his breath, like a kid in the back of class. 
Mike Pompeo, Trump’s appointee as CIA director—and, later, as Tillerson’s 
successor at State—tweeted shortly after his nomination for the former job: “I 
look forward to rolling back this disastrous deal with the world’s largest state 
sponsor of terrorism.” Trump himself had offered his share of Twitter 
condemnations. “Iran has been formally PUT ON NOTICE for firing a ballistic 
missile,” he tweeted on one occasion. “Should have been thankful for the terrible 
deal the U.S. made with them!” And then: “Iran is playing with fire—they don’t 
appreciate how ‘kind’ President Obama was to them. Not me!” 

The Iranians argued that their ballistic missiles were for self-defense and 
unrelated to the nuclear deal. But Western powers were concerned about the 
country’s expanding conventional arsenal—and nearer targets, like Israel, doubly 
so. Iran’s human rights record was similarly unredeemed. At the time of Trump 



and Tillerson’s showdown over certification in July 2017, at least three 
American citizens were being held by Iran on fabricated charges. 

Still, Iran was complying with the letter of the deal. The group responsible for 
enforcing the agreement’s rigorous inspections had, again and again, reported 
that the country was not cheating. Other than the United States, the many 
countries behind the deal were unanimous: there were no grounds for rolling it 
back. That went for even Trump’s fellow hard-liners elected abroad. “The 
nuclear deal with Iran was controversial but it has neutralised the possibility of 
the Iranians acquiring nuclear weapons for more than a decade,” UK prime 
minister Theresa May insisted, amid otherwise tough rhetoric. 

Initially, Trump continued to certify that Iran was in compliance. But each 
time, the administration made it clearer that they were doing so unhappily. After 
the ballistic missile test, the administration imposed a round of new sanctions, 
prompting the Iranians to claim the United States, not they, had violated the 
terms of the deal. In September 2017, US ambassador to the United Nations 
Nikki Haley was dispatched to a conservative think tank, the American 
Enterprise Institute, to make the case for exiting the deal. A few weeks later, 
Trump was openly threatening to do so. “We are not going to stand what they are 
doing with our country,” he said. “They’ve violated so many different elements, 
and they’ve also violated the spirit of that deal.” Even Rex Tillerson was falling 
in line: “In our view,” he said, parsing his words carefully, “Iran is clearly in 
default of these expectations.” 


Other diplomatic feats of the past received the same treatment. Trump pulled 
out of the Paris Agreement on climate change, making the United States only the 
third country to shun it after Syria and Nicaragua, both of which later changed 
course and joined. “Whoever believes that the world’s problems can be solved 
by isolationism and protectionism,” Angela Merkel said of Trump’s decision, “is 



making an enormous error.” “It’s just an incredible walking back of American 
leadership, and everywhere I go, I hear about it,” John Kerry later told me. 
“Foreign ministers wonder whether the president ever bothered to read or 
understand the Paris Agreement that let us set our own commitments in the first 
place. Why we wanted to abandon our seat at the table—why a businessman 
would do that, especially—is beyond me. Other countries are leading instead and 
their industries will be advantaged, making incredible amounts of money doing 
it. It’s self-defeating. China especially is reaping the benefits of us stepping 
back.” 

At the US embassy in Beijing, it fell to the second-in-command, career officer 
David H. Rank, to notify the Chinese of the United States’ withdrawal from the 
Paris Agreement. He resigned instead, ending a twenty-seven-year career in the 
Foreign Service. His explanation, published in the Washington Post, was a 
lament for diplomacy in the modern age. “I worry about the frequently 
politically motivated portrayal of those who work for the American people as 
members of some mythical elite, separate and suspicious,” he explained. “I 
worry about the denigration of expertise at a time when a complex world 
demands it more than ever.” Finally, he wrote, “I worry at the erosion of the 
bipartisan consensus on the need for US leadership. ... If that leadership does 
not come from us, it will come from elsewhere.” 

In front of a crowd of Cuban-Americans in Miami’s Little Havana 
neighborhood, Trump announced another diplomatic reversal, “canceling the last 
administration’s completely one-sided deal with Cuba.” It was, in some ways, 
symbolic: the US embassy in Havana would remain open. But there were real 
rollbacks of progress, too. Americans traveling to Cuba once again faced tighter 
restrictions. They were banned from doing business with a new list of hotels and 
other enterprises deemed to be connected to the Cuban government. The move 
was intended to be tough on that government, but critics argued those hurt most 
would be small businesses like bed-and-breakfasts. As was typical of these 



rollbacks, the State Department was the last to learn. “Poor WHA,” said one 
career official, referring to the Western Hemisphere bureau ostensibly in charge 
of Cuba policy. No permanent assistant secretary had been nominated to run that 
office. The acting assistant secretary “was not informed about the Cuba policy 
change until the day of.” The new administration seemed intent on laying waste 
to the few diplomatic accomplishments its predecessors had left behind. 


In other cases, the Trump era squandered diplomatic leadership by dint of 
chaos and blunder. These moments were bigger than the secretary of state and 
the sidelining of his department. They were born of a unique moment in 
American politics and the unique character of a reckless president hooked on 
Twitter. But they threw into relief the importance of muscular diplomacy, and the 
perils of its absence. 

Again and again the president’s off-the-cuff remarks threatened delicate areas 
of foreign policy. “We have plenty of options for Venezuela, and by the way, I’m 
not going to rule out a military option,” Trump said in 2017 as political turmoil 
roiled that country. He stood outdoors at his golf course in New Jersey, flanked 
by Tillerson (chewing his lip nervously) and Haley (attempting to break a world 
record for brow furrowing). Trump’s remark sparked a diplomatic row, with 
Venezuela’s defense minister calling it “an act of madness” and “supreme 
extremism” and the White House refusing a call from Venezuelan president 
Nicolas Maduro. This kind of hardball approach might well have found a place 
in aggressive diplomacy with Venezuela, but officials in the State Department’s 
Latin America bureau said that they had little insight into or ability to temper the 
president as he hurtled toward a standoff. 

A similar pattern played out in Trump’s relationships with European allies. 
Tillerson was among a group of officials—including National Security Advisor 
H. R. McMaster and Secretary of Defense James Mattis—who worked overtime 



to ensure President Trump included a commitment to collective defense when 
addressing NATO leaders during his first trip to Europe. It was a pledge 
considered nonnegotiable by every president since Truman. After months of 
aides’ careful planning to insert the concept into prepared remarks, Trump ad- 
libbed and omitted the line. It took weeks for him to rectify the error, a tense 
period in which career officials engaged in triage, struggling to soothe alarmed 
allies. 


Trump showed still less caution after millions of people in northern Japan 
awoke to a beeping alert on their cell phones in late August 2017, telling them 
North Korea had launched missiles over their country. He issued an astonishing 
ultimatum: “North Korea best not make any more threats to the United States,” 
he warned, once again from the golf course in New Jersey. “They will be met 
with fire, fury and frankly power the likes of which this world has never seen 
before.” Presidential historians called it the most aggressive language from a 
commander-in-chief since Truman warned Japan of “a rain of ruin from the air, 
the like of which has never been seen on this earth,” though no one could figure 
out if the parallel language was intentional. It was also exactly the kind of 
statement regional experts at the State Department, steeped in the sensitive 
trigger points of the complex relationship with North Korea, would have been 
well equipped to temper. But as far as anyone could tell, no expert of any kind 
had weighed in. “President Trump’s comment was unplanned and spontaneous,” 
said one senior official of the outburst. Pyongyang immediately threatened to 
retaliate by striking US territory in Guam. The president took to Twitter to 
double down. “Military solutions are now fully in place, locked and loaded, 
should North Korea act unwisely,” he wrote. “Hopefully Kim Jong Un will find 
another path!” 

A month later, Trump was at the green marble rostrum of the United Nations 



General Assembly for the first time as president, thundering at the North Korean 
regime and its despot, to whom he assigned a taunting schoolyard nickname: 
“Rocket Man.” “No nation on Earth has an interest in seeing this band of 
criminals arm itself with nuclear weapons and missiles,” Trump said, narrowing 
his eyes. In the audience, General John Kelly, the White House chief of staff, put 
a palm to his face and rubbed his temples, appearing to have an existential crisis. 
“The United States has great strength and patience,” Trump went on. “But if it is 
forced to defend itself or its allies, we will have no choice but to totally destroy 
North Korea.” 

Kim Jong-un fired back, calling the speech “unprecedented rude nonsense” 
and warning: “I will surely and definitely tame the mentally deranged US dotard 
with fire.” The word “dotard,” suggesting age and senility, dated back to the 
fourteenth century. It quickly became a viral sensation. (The Korean version of 
the text used neulg-dali-michigwang-i: “old lunatic.”) As the North Koreans 
continued their public offensive, Trump offered another Twitter rejoinder: “Just 
heard Foreign Minister of North Korea speak at UN. If he echoes thoughts of 
Little Rocket Man, they won’t be around much longer!” 

Rex Tillerson, striking a very different tone, announced that the 
administration was in direct contact with the North Korean regime. “We ask, 
‘Would you like to talk?’ ” he said. “We have lines of communication with 
Pyongyang.” Tillerson insisted that he and the president were “completely 
aligned” on North Korea. “The President’s policy on North Korea is a complete, 
verifiable, and irreversible denuclearization of the Korean peninsula. And the 
President wants to achieve that through diplomatic efforts,” he told me. But that 
statement was hard to reconcile with the Tweet Trump sent shortly after 
Tillerson announced his diplomatic overtures to Pyongyang. “I told Rex 
Tillerson, our wonderful Secretary of State, that he is wasting his time trying to 
negotiate with Little Rocket Man,” the President wrote. “Save your energy Rex, 
we’ll do what has to be done!” 



The escalation of the North Korean standoff divided America’s allies. From 
Germany, a weary Chancellor Angela Merkel refused to say whether her country 
would stand by the United States in a military confrontation with North Korea, 
and called, again, for negotiations. “I am against threats of this kind,” she 
intoned solemnly after the UN speech. “And speaking for myself and the 
government, I must say that we consider any type of military solution absolutely 
inappropriate and we are counting on diplomatic efforts. This must be vigorously 
implemented. In my opinion, sanctions and enforcing these sanctions are the 
right answer. But anything else with regard to North Korea I think is wrong. And 
that is why we clearly disagree with the US president.” 

Japanese prime minister Shinzo Abe, rattled in the wake of missile launches 
over his country, hewed closer to Trump, laying out a history of diplomatic 
failures with North Korea. “Again and again, attempts to resolve issues through 
dialogue have all come to naught,” he said. “In what hope of success are we now 
repeating the very same failure a third time?” 


Both were right. Diplomacy of one kind had failed in North Korea. But 
diplomacy of a different kind was also, in the eyes of those most intimately 
familiar with the decades of engagement Abe was referring to, the only way out 
of the world’s most dangerous standoff. 

Both the Clinton and second Bush administrations had made considerable 
diplomatic inroads with the Hermit Kingdom. In 1994, the United States actually 
succeeded in brokering a denuclearization agreement in which Pyongyang 
agreed to freeze and dismantle its entire program. North Korea cheated, 
purchasing equipment for highly enriched uranium development. But some 
veterans of North Korea diplomacy maintain that the United States sealed the 
doom of the agreement by failing to live up to its own commitments. Pledges to 
build light-water reactors and provide fuel to Pyongyang were both sabotaged 



amidst political fights between the Clinton administration and a Republican 
Congress. Bush sealed the demise of the agreement when he took office, walking 
away altogether. Over the course of his first term, the administration adopted a 
more bellicose stance, listing the North Korean regime as one it might have to 
use nuclear weapons against and returning to saber-rattling condemnations. 

In George W. Bush’s second term, however, Condoleezza Rice tried anew. 

She sent a career diplomat named Christopher Hill, who had been part of the 
negotiating team that brokered peace in the Balkans under Richard Holbrooke, to 
lead six-party talks on denuclearizing North Korea. “This administration has 
fought two wars,” Rice told Hill wearily. “And now we are looking for a few 
diplomats.” Hill and a team of tireless Foreign Service officers—including Yuri 
Kim, who, a decade later, became embroiled in Trump’s Mahogany Row 
massacre—threw themselves into the challenge for years. They endured weeks 
away from their families, long hours on flights across the world, and twelve- to 
thirteen-hour negotiation marathons in Beijing. The North Koreans were among 
the thorniest opponents in the world. Even in the Balkans, there had been 
moments of personal ice-breaking—discussions of children and grandchildren, 
sports and hobbies. The North Koreans had a “robotlike” reputation, according 
to Hill. After years of tense late nights together, he felt he barely knew them. 

Throughout the ups and downs, Hill tried to carry forward the lessons of 
diplomats past, including his boss in the Balkans. When the Chinese didn’t show 
for a promised meeting and proceeding without them meant going rogue and 
defying his marching orders, his first thought was, “would Holbrooke have 
canceled the meeting?” and he persevered. Later, at a low point in the 
negotiations, Holbrooke himself showed up to rally Hill’s team. They were a part 
of history, he told them, as he later told me in Afghanistan. They should enjoy 
the moment. “You may never have another like it.” 

It was through those years of high-wire diplomacy that Chris Hill found 
himself, in the fall of 2007, standing in a white gown and hood, surveying an 



aging plutonium plant about two hours north of Pyongyang. Sections of the 
facility’s thick pipes were being sawed to pieces. American and international 
“disablers” were on hand to supervise. Seven months later, North Korea would 
blow up the plant’s cooling tower. It was historic: the first time North Korea had 
deactivated a reactor since 2001. 

In the end, it wasn’t enough. Pyongyang submitted a visibly incomplete 
accounting of its nuclear activities, then grew cold at demands for more. But 
talks had left behind a considerable legacy to build upon. Rifts had been closed 
in a rocky relationship with South Korea. And cooperation had been established, 
to a degree once thought impossible, with China—the single most important 
player in any resolution of the North Korean crisis to this day. 

And so it was a surprise, for many of the career diplomats involved, when the 
Obama administration repeated the same mistake the Bush administration made 
in its first term and walked away from those years of diplomatic inroads entirely. 
“Frankly, I think what really happened was the Obama administration looked at 
the heat everyone got for trying to do something with North Korea, whether it 
was the Clinton administration or the second Bush term,” Hill reflected. “The 
Obama Administration just decided, ‘We have other priorities and this thing will 
wither on the vine.’ They never got serious.” I asked Hillary Clinton whether she 
regretted that turn away from North Korea. “No, we—” she stammered, “Chris 
Hill was continuing his negotiations when we were there.” When I told her Hill 
felt the effort was sidelined, she said, “I can’t speak to that. I don’t know that. 
I’m not going to agree or disagree with him.” I’d never heard her sound so tired. 
“Maybe he didn’t feel there was [support] from the White House or Pentagon,” 
she went on. “But we certainly tried to get things going at the State Department 
as best we could.” 


Hill, and the other diplomats who presided over the effort, remain in 



agreement about one thing: diplomacy is still the only way forward. “If we get 
out of the North Korean situation, it’s probably going to be because of 
diplomacy,” Condoleezza Rice said. In Hill’s view, that might not mean more 
talks with North Korea—at least not right away—but it had to mean intensive 
talks with China. “If you can’t get serious about working directly with the North 
Koreans, which I totally understand,” he pled as Donald Trump ramped up his 
rhetoric at the UN, “then at least get serious with China. . .that’s where I think 
we need to have a lot more serious diplomacy—and by that I mean we can’t just 
be sending them messages in the night via Twitter accounts, we need to really sit 
down and have a no-kidding discussion about our mutual interests.” The Chinese 
agreed. By 2017 they were making public calls for six-party talks. It was a way 
to appear responsible without committing to the cutting of ties with North Korea 
it had long resisted—just the kind of stance on which a team of skilled American 
diplomats might move the needle. 

Brian Hook, the policy planning director, said that behind closed doors, 
Tillerson had, “through sheer diplomatic persistence,” pressed China into a 
tougher stance on North Korea. “It began when he sat down with Chinese 
officials during his visit to Beijing and said, 'You can do this the easy way or the 
hard way, but you guys have to play a much greater role in denuclearizing the 
Korean Peninsula,’ ” he told me. 

Whether those efforts could have prevailed would remain a question mark: 
Trump forced Tillerson out before they could bear fruit. Instead, Trump 
astonished allies when, in a meeting with a South Korean delegation, he agreed 
on the spot to personally meet with North Korean leader Kim Jong Un. This was 
announced, almost casually, by the South Koreans after the meeting. Rex 
Tillerson, who had just hours earlier said the United States was still “a long way 
from negotiations,” told the press that the president hadn’t spoken to him 
beforehand, surprising no one. But as far as anyone could tell, Trump hadn’t told 
any other officials either. 



White House and State Department personnel scrambled to adjust course. The 
agreement was a curveball. Some hoped it would thaw relations. But many in the 
foreign policy establishment feared the move, undertaken out of the blue and 
absent broader diplomatic context, would be taken by North Korea as 
recognition of its status as a nuclear power. And officials worried that Trump, 
mercurial to begin with, would have little by way of a diplomatic team behind 
him to guide any talks. It was hard to see the United States’ capacity for 
diplomacy in the region as anything but downsized. At the State Department, the 
sizable North Korea unit led by Yuri Kim a decade earlier no longer existed. A 
year into Trump’s tenure, there wasn’t even a permanent assistant secretary for 
East Asia. 


The rest of the world has not stood by as America relinquishes its leadership 
in diplomacy and development. The balance of global diplomatic power is 
shifting. During Tillerson’s first trip to China as secretary of state, he and 
President Xi Jinping sat in matching taupe leather armchairs in front of a mural 
of Chinese pastoral beauty: cranes soaring over pristine valleys and forests. They 
wore matching red ties and dark jackets. And, in a move that left close followers 
of US-Chinese relations agape, they used matching language. President Xi urged 
the United States to “expand cooperative areas and achieve win-win results.” 
Tillerson agreed: “The US side is ready to develop relations with China based on 
the principle of no conflict, no confrontation, mutual respect, and win-win 
cooperation.” 

A lay observer might have blinked and missed it, but Asia experts at the State 
Department and beyond saw something unusual immediately. Tillerson had all 
but copy-pasted earlier statements by Xi who, just a few months before, had 
expressed hope that President Trump would “uphold the principles of non¬ 
conflict, non-confrontation, mutual respect, and win-win cooperation.” That was 



the most recent of many examples of Xi, and other communist officials, using 
that coded sequence of terms to describe a new balance of powers, with China as 
an equal to the United States, and the US deferring to Chinese prerogatives on 
contentious issues from Taiwan to territorial disputes in the South China Sea. 
State-run media instantly picked up on the dog whistle. “Tillerson has implicitly 
endorsed the new model of major power relations,” crowed the communist- 
affiliated Global Times, saying Tillerson’s language had given “US allies in the 
Asia Pacific region an impression that China and the US are equal. . .” as 
“Barack Obama refused to do.” 

Several officials at the State Department told me the Bureau of East Asian 
and Pacific Affairs, home to regional experts attuned to the significance of such 
language, had not been consulted on the statement. Instead, it had been drafted 
by the White House—according to several sources there, by the office of Jared 
Kushner. Brian Hook, the director of policy planning, did not dispute this 
account of events, but said that an acting official from the Asia bureau was on 
the trip. Was the acting official involved in drafting the statements, I asked? 

“I don’t recall,” Hook said. “You’ve been on these trips. You know. They’re a 
blur.” 

“Did Tillerson intend to mirror their language?” I asked. 

“He is not intending to mirror their language.” 

“But is he aware that’s what he did?” 

“He—he signs off on every statement he delivers. He believes in win-win. He 
believes that China and the US can work together.” Later, Hook added that 
Tillerson “assigns different meanings than the Chinese do to stock formulations. 
For example, the secretary believes in win-win, but that doesn’t mean two wins 
for China.” Hook described Tillerson’s approach to China as “results-based,” 
with a willingness to “count[er] any Chinese actions that harm our interests.” 

But in the eyes of some career diplomats, those goals were being undermined by 
the steadfast refusal to draw on expertise within the system. An official in the 



Asia bureau said watching that trip unfold, with no contact between Tillerson 
and the experts back home that would typically be consulted on such statements, 
was like being locked outside watching an enthusiastic dog tear up your 
upholstery. 

As America’s diplomats face budget cuts, China’s coffers are more flush with 
each passing year. Beijing has poured money into development projects, 
including a $ 1.4-trillion slate of infrastructure initiatives around the world that 
would dwarf the Marshall Plan, adjusted for inflation. Its spending on foreign 
assistance is still a fraction of the United States’, but the trend line is striking, 
with funding growing by an average of more than 20 percent annually since 
2005. The rising superpower is making sure the world knows it. In one recent 
year, the US State Department spent $666 million on public diplomacy, aimed at 
winning hearts and minds abroad. While it’s difficult to know exactly what 
China spends on equivalent programs, one analysis put the value of its “external 
propaganda” programs at about $10 billion a year. 

In international organizations, Beijing looms large behind a retreating 
Washington, DC. As the US proposes cuts to its UN spending, China has 
become the second-largest funder of UN peacekeeping missions. It now has 
more peacekeepers in conflicts around the world than the four other permanent 
Security Council members combined. The move is pragmatic: Beijing gets more 
influence, and plum appointments in the United Nations’ governing bodies. 

Around the world, the same transformation is playing out. The caricature of 
China’s foreign policy offered by Western powers—ruthless economic 
expansion, unmoored from either ethical compunction or willingness to engage 
diplomatically—was accurate for years. Now, in Afghanistan, China is exploring 
a mediating role in that country’s complex relationship with neighboring 
Pakistan. In Sudan, China for decades maintained a policy of “non-interference,” 
buying oil from the notorious National Islamic Front/National Congress Party in 
Khartoum as that regime massacred civilians in Darfur and South Sudan. 



Sudan’s brutalized population pleaded in vain for China to use its unique 
leverage to demand peace. Now, China’s Africa envoy shuttles around the 
region, offering to facilitate mediations and trying to craft a settlement to the 
violence that still engulfs South Sudan. Beijing called the hands-on approach a 
“new chapter” in its foreign policy. 

The impact is starker in Asia. As the Trump administration abandoned the 
Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), a regional trade agreement that the Obama 
administration had led and nurtured since 2009, China swiftly stepped in with its 
own massive trade pact. And in countries around the region, the difference is 
being felt on the ground. The Trump administration proposed cutting assistance 
to Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan entirely. These were small programs, but they 
were the only visible manifestation of American influence in countries 
strategically located adjacent to both the war in Afghanistan and the United 
States’ showdown with Russia. They’re also home to brand new train lines 
delivered under China’s sweeping “One Belt, One Road” initiative. 

“It’s a completely self-inflicted wound,” John Kerry said of China’s 
encroachment on the kind of diplomacy and development the United States once 
dominated. “It worries me a lot more than many of the other issues consuming 
the public debate most days. . .in terms of a big, powerful, ambitious country 
setting the agenda and executing on it—they’re eating our lunch today, and this 
president has invited it because he thinks our retreat is some kind of 
accomplishment.” China is no global hero. It would be an oversimplification to 
argue that these first forays into diplomatic leadership can fully counter the 
United States’ deeply rooted legacy of engagement. And Beijing brings to the 
table a very different kind of leadership: still ruthless, still burdened by its 
refusal to confront its own human rights abuses. But the trajectory is meaningful. 
Already, for the child born in Kazakhstan today, one world power’s leadership 
will be evident, and the other’s will not. Already, from Sudan to Pakistan, I have 
spoken to young people who grew up with more visible and aggressively 



branded Chinese infrastructure. If China can mature as a diplomatic power as 
rapidly as it has as a force for economic development, America will have ceded 
one of the most important ways in which great powers shape the world. 



EPILOGUE 


THE TOOL OF FIRST RESORT 

VIENNA, 2015 


There are two types of military dispute, the one settled by negotiation 
and the other by force. Since the first is characteristic of human beings 
and the second of beasts, we must have recourse to the second only if 
we cannot exploit the first. 

—CICERO, ON DUTIES 


The steady dissolution of the State Department under the Trump 
administration may appear to be a logical outcome of years of imbalanced 
foreign policy, but it is not an inevitable one. The trend of sidelined diplomats 
and ascendant soldiers and spies since September 11, 2001 has not been linear. 
Diplomats who served in the Bush administration point to the return of North 
Korea diplomacy through Christopher Hill’s efforts, and initiatives like 
PEPFAR, the President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief, which channeled 
billions into lifesaving medical treatment in developing countries. 


And, taken together, the Iran deal and the Paris Climate Accord represented a 
rearguard action for diplomacy. They were the more striking for the contrast they 
represented, after a first term of the Obama administration that was 
comparatively dismissive of diplomats and barren of large-scale diplomatic 
endeavor. Ben Rhodes, Obama’s deputy national security advisor, attributed the 
late breakthroughs partly to the slow-burn nature of diplomacy and partly to 
course correction. “The centerpieces of our second-term foreign policy were 
much more diplomatic in nature than in our first term, and you also had an effort 
to. . . .” he paused, seeming to reflect on the failures of the Holbrooke era. “The 
kind of superstar-general dynamic, the Petraeus, McChrystal dynamic, was not 
present in the second term. Not that generals weren’t stars, it’s just that they 
weren’t these giant public figures who sucked up oxygen in certain parts of the 
world. I think there was a slow, admittedly, but steady reprioritization of 
diplomacy.” 

The results were controversial: proof points of diplomacy’s power for some, 
and of its folly for others. But, even as Trump withdrew the United States from 
Paris and as fierce debate over the Iran deal and its virtues and vices continued, 
it could not be denied that these were serious foreign policy initiatives, born of 
hard-fought, old-school diplomacy. Little surprise that the most controversial of 
those initiatives, the Iran deal, would begin and end with shouting. 


It was night when one of those rounds of shouting began, echoing off gilt- and 
white-paneled walls, and rococo chairs, and an ornate marble fireplace with a 
mantle held up by cherubs. Half of the shouts were from Iran’s foreign minister, 
backtracking on how many years his country would assent to constraints on its 
nuclear program. Half were from the American secretaries of state and energy, 
telling the Iranians to, in not so many words, go to hell. “I’ve had it with this,” 
John Kerry was shouting. “You cannot do what you’re threatening to do.” If Iran 



wanted to renegotiate basic terms, the United States was more than happy to 
walk away. 

It was July 2015, and Iranian, American, British, French, Chinese, Russian, 
German, and European Union negotiators had converged on Vienna for a final, 
tortured stretch of diplomacy. The hyperluxe Palais Coburg, where Johann 
Strauss had once conducted in the glittering ballroom and where the Saxe- 
Coburg-Gotha dynasty had schemed and inbred and reclined in scented baths 
until its last princess expired in the 1990s, was selected as the venue for the 
talks, partly because its thirty-four rooms allowed for few guests to overhear 
conversations like this. Still, those who could afford to stay at the Palais Coburg 
—spies and diplomats, bankers and barons—had keen ears. And by then, six 
hundred reporters had descended on hushed Vienna for just such gossip. 

The Americans, in the next dining room over, were nervous. “Kerry kind of 
lost it, lost his temper,” Jon Finer—Kerry’s chief of staff and, later, the director 
of policy planning at State—remembered. “A lot of us were gathering in the 
dining area, outside where this meeting was, and people were able to hear the 
shouts coming through the walls.” Kerry’s longtime body man, Jason Meininger, 
finally opened the doors and interrupted. He delicately informed the Americans 
and the Iranians that random guests were hearing the intimate details of the most 
sensitive diplomacy in the world. There turned out to be some truth to this. Over 
breakfast the next morning, Germany’s foreign minister—and later president— 
Frank-Walter Steinmeier drily congratulated Kerry for what he assumed were 
productive talks, seeing as the whole hotel heard them. 

Ultimately, the most powerful diplomats in the world would spend eighteen 
days trapped in splendor. Night after night, negotiations stretched into the small 
hours of the morning. The red-eyed US team went through ten pounds of 
strawberry-flavored Twizzlers, twenty pounds of string cheese, thirty pounds of 
mixed nuts and dried fruit, and hundreds of Rice Krispies Treats and espresso 
pods. 



The night after the shouting match, the showdown had a reprise in a larger 
meeting of the ministers of the “P5+1”—the permanent members of the UN 
Security Council plus Germany. As Iranian foreign minister Javad Zarif tried to 
insist on a more lenient time frame, the EU’s Federica Mogherini said she’d 
sooner go home than consider it. “Never threaten an Iranian!” Zarif bellowed. 

“Or a Russian,” added Russian foreign minister Sergei Lavrov slyly, cutting the 
tension. But, in fact, Russia had fallen in line with the Americans and 
Europeans. Again and again, Lavrov helped the US break logjams—a 
remarkable fact as the Ukraine crisis worsened and US-Russian relations went 
into a deep freeze. It was one of the many unusual characteristics of an unusual 
diplomatic effort: a unified front. Even China signed up to play an important role 
helping to modify one of Iran’s reactors. 

The process was also an anachronistic showcase of diplomatic grit. For Bill 
Burns, it was the last mission of a decades-long career in the Foreign Service 
that had taken him from ambassadorships in Russia and Jordan to, at the time of 
the Iran negotiations, the second-in-command job at the State Department. Burns 
was what you’d picture when you envision a career diplomat. He was lanky, with 
a salt-and-pepper moustache and a creaky, soft voice that seemed impossibly 
patient and even-tempered. He was, a Washington Post headline declared upon 
his retirement, a “diplomat’s diplomat.” When John Kerry told me about the 
challenges of encouraging young diplomats, he referred to the importance of 
“finding the next generation of talented foreign service, the next Bill Burns so to 
speak.” 

Burns was a living testament to the irreplaceable role Foreign Service officers 
could still play. He had been involved in American diplomacy with Iran dating 
back thirty years, to when he joined the National Security Council staff at the 
White House immediately after the Iran-Contra affair. “As a relatively young 
diplomat,” he said, “the perils of Iran diplomacy were driven home to me 
because of how badly that all ended.” But Iran had a gravitational pull for him. 



Years later, he had run the Middle East bureau in Colin Powell’s State 
Department and grown distressed at the shrinking space for diplomacy and the 
growing emphasis on policy made out of the Pentagon. “I saw first-hand the 
inversion of diplomacy and the use of force that was so characteristic of the run 
up to the Iraq War,” he continued. That inversion, he felt, was one reason why 
earlier opportunities to approach Iran, when its nuclear program was still in its 
infancy, were shunned. It wasn’t until the very last year of the Bush 
administration, when Burns was serving as the under secretary for political 
affairs under Condoleezza Rice, that the administration began to warm to the 
idea of a diplomatic approach. It was that summer that Burns sat, for the first 
time, directly opposite the Iranians, in a meeting of world powers in Geneva. 
“That really opened up a new phase in a sense,” Burns reflected. “Which, you 
know, Obama drove through much more ambitiously.” 

In the summer of 2009, the United States discovered a secret uranium 
enrichment facility, not far from the holy city of Qom, and responded with a 
wave of new sanctions squeezing every aspect of Iran’s economy. This entailed 
careful diplomacy. State Department and Treasury officials appealed to country 
after country to cut ties, creating a unified front of economic warfare. The 
impact was devastating: “Their oil exports dropped by 50 percent,” Burns 
recalled. “The value of their currency dropped by 50 percent.” 

That pressure set the stage for talks. In March 2013, at a military officers’ 
beach house in Oman—which had demonstrated its pull with Tehran by 
brokering the release of several imprisoned American hikers—Burns and four 
colleagues held their first secret talks with the Iranians. Over the course of three 
days, he and the head of the Iranian delegation walked the grounds and spent 
long hours in a light-filled conference room with a wide view of the Arabian 
Sea. “I think we left with the sense that there might be an opening here,” Burns 
said. The Iranians were still on a tight leash from Tehran. But they were 
working-level diplomats, not the national security hard-liners who had shown up 



for international talks before. That distinction would be important on both sides. 

Talks gathered steam when Iran surprised the world by electing as president 
Hassan Rouhani, a perceived moderate who ran on a platform of thawing the 
freeze on Iran’s economy. He installed Javad Zarif, a Western-educated Charlie 
Rose regular, as foreign minister. Over the following year, Burns would lead nine 
or ten secret negotiations in capitals around the world. In one case, “we did a 
patch of negotiations in Muscat, then flew to Beijing, then flew back to Oman 
then back to Beijing,” remembered Jon Finer, who was present for many of the 
later talks. As the months dragged on, the negotiators began to develop a 
personal rapport. When one of the American diplomats, Wendy Sherman, and 
her counterpart, Majid Takht-Ravanchi, both became grandparents in the fall of 
2013, they shared pictures. Kerry and Zarif held such long meetings that New 
York magazine later Photoshopped a cloud of hearts between the two men and 
place them atop a listicle entitled “The Most Romantic Moments of the Iran- 
Deal Negotiations.” By the end of 2013, an interim agreement had been signed. 
In April 2015, that progressed to a framework agreement. And over the 
following three months, the fight to translate the commitments developed over 
the previous years into a final deal played out in Vienna. 


As the secret talks advanced, some aspects of the American position softened. 
“Obama made a very critical policy decision. . . . which was the US might 
consider a very, very limited enrichment program if Iran agreed to very strict 
monitoring and verification,” recalled Sherman. Iran having a nuclear program 
would happen with or without our blessings, the thinking went. The sanctions, 
Sherman, Burns, and the rest of the Americans became convinced, could only 
slow that down. Negotiations offered the only hope of ensuring oversight of 
Iran’s activities. The concession of allowing a civil nuclear program—a source 
of rebuke from opponents of the deal to this day—was an inflection point, one of 



the most significant factors in making the cascade of agreements that followed 
possible. 

Sherman compared the deal to a Rubik’s Cube, with each twist messing up 
another facet of the negotiations. (Later, a Department of Energy official gave 
Rubik’s Cubes to forty of the American negotiators, including Finer and 
Sherman, as a gag gift, the word “gag” loosely applied.) The talks literally broke 
several members of the team. Wendy Sherman broke her nose slamming into a 
door while rushing to brief Kerry on a secure line, and ruptured her pinky finger 
tumbling down a staircase en route to one of the team’s many Senate briefings 
defending the negotiations against political attacks. She put her finger on ice and 
carried on with the briefing anyway. (“I was quite focused, it was a really good 
briefing,” she said. After answering the last question, she burst into tears.) In one 
heated negotiation in Geneva in 2015, John Kerry slammed his hand on the table 
so hard a pen went flying and hit one of the Iranian negotiators. Still rattled the 
day after, he’d gone for a bike ride in the French Alps to clear his head, which is 
a thing you do if you’re John Kerry and you’re too far from the coast to 
windsurf. Distracted by a passing motorcycle, he slammed into a barrier and 
went flying, shattering his femur. 

From Muscat to New York and Geneva to Vienna, they persevered, and 
entreated allies to do the same. In July 2015—after one last push that stretched 
until 3 a.m.—the ministers lined up at the United Nations in Vienna, looking 
tired in front of a row of their countries’ flags as flashbulbs went off. Together, 
they announced a deal that would constrain Iran’s nuclear ambitions for at least a 
decade. The rogue nation that had flouted sustained diplomacy with the outside 
world for more than thirty years had consented to rigorous, intrusive checks and 
verifications. 

John Kerry took the opportunity to defend the deal against what he knew 
would be years of outrage, from those who opposed the very idea of talks, and 
those who would argue that the United States got snookered. “I will just share 



with you, very personally, years ago when I left college, I went to war,” he told 
the assembled press, referring to his time in Vietnam. “And I learned in war the 
price that is paid when diplomacy fails. And I made a decision that if I ever was 
lucky enough to be in a position to make a difference, I would try to do so.” His 
voice, hoarse and weary, cracked with emotion. “I know that war is the failure of 
diplomacy and the failure of leaders to make alternative decisions.” 


The deal was a lightning rod for criticism. Getting to the finish line required 
what some considered to be unacceptable compromises. Back in 2009 Obama 
had ordered the CIA and the State Department to stand down from supporting 
anti-government protesters in Iran’s Green Revolution, fearing regime change 
would explode the secret diplomatic entrees. Some critics argued that the Obama 
administration’s obsessive pursuit of the deal had also contributed to its inaction 
in Syria, after Iran threatened to pull out of talks if the United States interfered 
with the Tehran-allied Syrian regime. And the deal itself—affording Iran the 
right to a low level of nuclear enrichment insufficient for weapons production, 
and featuring some restraints that would expire after a decade—was no clean 
victory. 

Others argued it was a deal with the devil. From stoning rape victims, to 
imprisoning journalists, including Americans, Iran was hardly a reformed actor. 
When the Trump administration set about lobbying against the deal—and failed 
to gain traction on claims that Iran had cheated—many of its arguments were 
instead premised on this. US Ambassador to the United Nations Nicki Haley 
talked at length about Iran’s history, since 1979, as a rogue nation and sponsor of 
terrorism, urging the world to view Iran as a “jigsaw puzzle,” incorporating more 
pieces than the nuclear issue. 

The deal’s negotiators were the first to admit its imperfections. But this was, 
they argued, what a diplomatic victory looked like. The deal was narrowly 



focused on the singular, pressing challenge of Iran’s nuclear ambitions. Nowhere 
did it seek to address the country’s human rights record, or its support for anti- 
US elements in Syria, or its nonnuclear weapons tests. It was hard to envision, 
the deal’s proponents said, how taking nuclear talks off the table would do 
anything but diminish the United States’ ability to address any of those other 
issues. “We recognized that there were a lot of other elements of Iranian 
behavior that would threaten our interests and the interests of our friends,” Bill 
Burns told me. “But being able to resolve the nuclear issue without a shot being 
fired, in a way that serves our interests, is a pretty significant step.” 

There were also few alternatives. Without the agreement, Kerry argued, “You 
were going to have near-term military action, period. Breakout time was down to 
a couple months. So, either on our watch or early in [Trump’s] presidency, 
without [the deal] you were going to have a confrontation.” The Obama 
administration had reviewed the military options and they looked bleak. They 
could temporarily debilitate specific sites, but there was no way to keep the 
Iranians from rebuilding. “You were going to be in the situation of doing it once, 
then making diplomacy totally impossible because once you’ve bombed them,” 
Finer recalled of the administration’s view of tactical options, “they’re pretty 
unlikely to sit at the table and negotiate with you, they’re going to try to race to a 
bomb covertly, away from monitoring. And then you’re going to be in a position 
where you have to find it and bomb it again, maybe in two years down the road 
and so you’re in perpetuity in this cycle.” 

“There is this notion out there that there is a better deal or a perfect deal to be 
had and life’s not like that,” Burns added. “You can make an argument that, had 
we seriously engaged with the Iranians a decade earlier, when they were 
spinning sixty-four centrifuges and a very primitive effort of an enrichment 
program, maybe we could have produced sharper limits on their nuclear 
program. The reality was, at the beginning of 2013, when we began the secret 
talks in earnest, they were spinning almost nineteen thousand centrifuges. 




And there was no way in which you could bomb or wish that away. The 
challenge in diplomacy was always going to produce something short of a 
perfect solution.” This was how complex negotiated settlements looked: twenty 
years earlier, the agreement Richard Holbrooke brokered in Dayton had 
compromised deeply, too, attaching rights of political representation to ethnic 
groups, and creating a bloated, unwieldy government in an effort to satisfy 
everyone. 

Several of the diplomats behind the Iran deal, including Sherman and Finer, 
banded together to take the fight to Congress and the media. They argued that 
withdrawal would diminish the United States’ influence, and that China and 
Russia would seize on the opportunity to drive a wedge between the US and its 
European allies, which were significantly invested in the deal. Most of all, the 
diplomats feared how the destruction of the world’s most significant 
nonproliferation deal with a hostile state might echo across the world, in another 
great crisis. “If we ditch this deal,” Finer said, “What are the North Koreans 
going to think? What incentive do the North Koreans have to even contemplate 
negotiating anything?” 


For all its flaws, it was a deal, and one that offered lessons on the factors that 
can still converge to make diplomacy work in the present day. The Iran 
negotiators prevailed through their trials partly because the president offered 
full-bodied support, with little micromanagement. Before each round of 
negotiations, Obama ran through his “red lines” with Kerry and Sherman, then 
reminded them they were empowered to walk away if they saw fit. By the end of 
the years-long journey to Vienna, dozens of State Department officials had been 
involved in the deal. I spoke to many of them: uniformly, they recalled feeling 
empowered by the White House, and how integral that was to their work. 

If there was to be a road map for the future of American diplomacy, many 



career diplomats told me, it was this: embracing the compromise and 
imperfection of the deals, realizing that they could avert war and save lives; 
investing in working-level diplomats and giving them a long enough leash to do 
their jobs; and installing leadership with a visionary belief in large-scale 
diplomatic initiatives like the ones the Trump administration seemed bent on 
dismantling. Those proposals looked, in their way, not unlike the reforms that 
had reshaped State in the years after World War II. 

“On Iran, Cuba, and Paris—I think it’s really, frankly, just three policies 
where whichever administration came in after us was handed a series of 
opportunities, big ones, and frankly had some diplomatic openings that past 
secretaries would’ve loved to have teed up to explore,” John Kerry said. The 
worst-case scenario of the Iran deal, he continued to believe as the Trump 
administration began its pushback, was that Iran would resist compliance, 
isolating the Iranians, not the Americans. The consequences of the United States 
unilaterally imploding the deal were, he argued, far worse. “Trump’s done it 
backwards, with bluster. He’s isolated us. If the [deal] goes belly up, the world 
will blame us not Iran. . . .” Kerry went for a jab: “If that’s the art of the deal, 
you can see why this guy filed for bankruptcy seven times.” It was a sound bite 
from another era, when you could shame someone into seeing the error of their 
ways; when a crystal-clear case, a sound argument, could make a difference. But, 
in American politics, that time had passed. 

Ultimately, more than eighty arms control specialists signed a letter defending 
the Iran deal as a “net plus for international nuclear nonproliferation efforts” and 
warning that “unilateral action by the United States, especially on the basis of 
unsupported contentions of Iranian cheating, would isolate the United States.” 
But that message didn’t penetrate the Trump administration, which continued to 
publicly excoriate Iran. The time of specialists playing a formative role in 
foreign policy, some career officials feared, may have passed too. Just days after 
assuming power, the new administration had, of course, fired its top in-house 



expert on nonproliferation. 


So it was that, on a cold Sunday in January 2017, Tom Countryman found 
himself clearing out his office at the State Department. It was the end of thirty- 
five years of service, but he was unsentimental. “There was so much to do,” he 
said with a shrug. “I’m not sure I pondered it.” On most Sundays, the 
Department was eerily empty. But on this one, Countryman wasn’t alone. Under 
Secretary Patrick Kennedy, after forty-four years in the Foreign Service, was 
cleaning out his desk as well. The two graying diplomats took a break from their 
boxes of paperwork and family photos to reminisce. Kennedy had been in the 
thick of the Iraq War as chief of staff for the Coalition Provisional Authority. 
Countryman had been in Egypt as that country joined the Gulf War. It was an 
improbably quiet end to a pair of high-stakes careers: memories and empty 
desks, as the State Department stood still. 

A few days had passed since Countryman was fired while on a mission in 
Jordan, and he had done his best to wrap up what he could. There hadn’t been 
time to talk to most of his 260 employees in the Bureau of International Security 
and Nonproliferation. In any case, there was little to say that could provide 
clarity about what was to come. 

The following Tuesday, he had one last chance to say goodbye. More than a 
hundred career officers crammed into a reception area on the first floor with a 
stained ceiling and industrial gray carpeting. The crowd clutched white 
Styrofoam cups as Countryman took to a podium. Since his firing less than a 
week before, Tom Countryman had become something of a minor celebrity, a 
symbol of an embattled profession. One colleague compared the end of his 
career to Obi-Wan Kenobi getting cut down by Darth Vader in Star Wars, which 
Countryman found touching. (Another, he added archly, compared it to the scene 
where Princess Leia strangles Jabba the Hutt. “And I found that confusing.”) 



He had spent days thinking through a message, a lesson, something of worth 
to leave behind. Countryman was not, he told the crowd of beleaguered 
diplomats, disgruntled. He was, in fact, “probably the most gruntled person in 
the room.” He told them about a career that had given him a firsthand view of 
world and diplomatic history. He spoke of “ambassadors legendary” and of the 
bright young officers who, he was convinced, still rose from the ranks of the 
Foreign Service. 

But he also sounded a warning. “A foreign policy without professionals is,” 
he said, “by definition, an amateur foreign policy.” 

Stay, he urged the assembled officers—even as he acknowledged that theirs 
was a profession out of step with the times. “Our work is little understood by our 
fellow Americans, a fact that is sometimes exploited for political purpose.” Only 
they, he said, could serve as a bulwark against an increasingly transactional and 
militarized approach to the world. “Our consular officers are the first of many 
lines of defense against those who would come to the US with evil purpose. We 
want the families of America’s heroes—our servicemen—to know that their 
loved ones are not put into danger simply because of a failure to pursue 

nonmilitary solutions.If our interaction with other countries is only a 

business transaction, rather than a partnership with allies and friends, we will 
lose that game too. China practically invented transactional diplomacy, and if we 
choose to play their game, Beijing will run the table.” 

These were the fears of the surviving diplomats who remembered a different 
time, when talking and listening counted for something, and the State 
Department was an indispensable instrument of American power. “We have 
unilaterally disarmed basically,” Wendy Sherman reflected. “If you don’t have 
diplomacy as a tool, you have unilaterally undermined your own power. Why 
would we do that?” She sighed. “Why we would take that away from ourselves 
is unfathomable to me and why we would become a military-first foreign policy 
is unfathomable to me.” 




“There’s a real corrosion of the sense of American leadership in the world and 
the institutions that make that leadership real,” added Bill Burns. “You end up 
creating a circumstance where you wake up fifteen years from now and say 
‘Where are all those Foreign Service officers who should be just short of the 
mark of becoming ambassadors?’ and they’re not going to be there.” He 
remembered vividly the “inversion” of diplomacy and military might he had 
witnessed during the run-up to the war in Iraq. As he watched the precious few 
diplomatic accomplishments of the modern era fall like dominoes under the 
Trump administration, he couldn’t help but see the parallel. “Diplomacy really 
ought to be the tool of first resort internationally. It can sometimes achieve 
things at far less cost, both financially and in terms of American lives, than the 
use of the military can,” Burns remarked. Some of the tilt toward military 
policymaking would be hard to undo, he conceded—but, he was convinced, 
there was always a path back. He still believed in the quality of Americans 
drawn to serve in his unglamorous but necessary line of work. 

I was reminded of something Richard Holbrooke had written, as the State 
Department weathered the brutal budget cuts of the Clinton era, in the 
introduction of To End a War, his grand history of Bosnia and, of course, 
himself. “Today, public service has lost much of the aura that it had when John F. 
Kennedy asked us what we could do for our country. To hear that phrase before 

it became a cliche was electrifying.Public service can make a difference. If 

this book helps inspire a few young Americans to enter the government or other 
forms of public service, it will have achieved one of its goals.” Holbrooke was 
an impossible blowhard but his belief in America—and its power to make peace, 
not just war—was achingly earnest. After he died, I remember sitting at my 
cubicle, under the gray lights of the State Department’s first floor, staring at that 
passage, and thinking that, for all his faults, he had achieved that goal for the 
group of staffers he nurtured in Afghanistan. Years later, I pulled the volume off 
a shelf and opened it to the same dog-eared page, and realized that I had written 




in pencil along the margin: “miss you, Ambassador.” 

As long as people continued to believe in civilian public service, Burns felt, 
the institutions would survive. “The Foreign Service has often gotten the shit 
beaten out of it,” he observed, sounding, for the first time, undiplomatic. It had 
always survived before. This time, he and virtually all of his peers agreed, it had 
to. “In a world where power is more diffuse. ... in which there’s so much that’s 
in flux, that actually makes diplomacy far more important and far more relevant 
than it ever was before, contrary to the fashionable notion that with information 
technology, ‘who needs embassies?’ ” 

Tom Countryman was among those out of fashion. After his speech, he 
packed his bags and took a vacation. So it was that I caught up with him, sucking 
down e-cigarettes and looking out at the wide blue Puget Sound from his 
brother’s modest one-story house in Tacoma, Washington. Several months later, 

I asked Brian Hook, the first policy planning director at State during the Trump 
era, what he would identify as that administration’s signature diplomatic 
mission. Hook thought for a moment, as if turning over the question for the first 
time. In later conversations, he mentioned a broader range of priorities, including 
confronting ISIL. But in that first exchange, he said, finally: “nonproliferation 
around dangerous states like Iran and North Korea.” At the time, there was no 
one in charge of those issues at the State Department. For the following year, the 
job Tom Countryman once held would sit empty, like so many others. 
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Raphel boards a Pakistani army helicopter after a visit to the site of a planned dam in Gilgit-Baltistan, 
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From left: Ftolbrooke, SRAP military liaisons Colonel Doug Rose and Colonel Brian Lamson, and I meet 
with General William B. Caldwell (pictured from behind), the commander of the NATO training mission for 
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Husain Haqqani, at the time the spokesperson for Pakistani Prime Minister Benazir Bhutto, looks on as 
Bhutto delivers remarks in Islamabad in 1994, in a photo she later signed for him. (COURTESY OF 
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Haqqani whispers in Richard Holbrooke’s ear as Secretary of State Hillary Clinton announces aid projects 
at Pakistan’s foreign ministry, in Islamabad, in 2010. “He was frustrated,” Haqqani recalled of Holbrooke’s 
outlook that year. “He was frustrated with the fact that for some people, it was less important to get things 
done, and more important who did them.” (AP PHOTO / B.K. BA GASH) 





Human bones litter the freshly bulldozed earth in a photo taken by John Heffernan minutes after he and 
fellow Physicians for Human Rights investigator Dr. Jennifer Leaning discovered the mass grave in 
Afghanistan’s Dasht-i-Leili desert in January 2002. The area, Leaning recalled, smelled “rotten, messy, 
foul,” like “disturbed garbage.” (JOHN HEFFERNAN / PHYSICIANS FOR HUMAN RIGHTS) 
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General Dostum looks on as one of his beloved deer thrashes in the receivin hall of the Vice Presidential 
Palace in Kabul, in August 2016. (PHOTO BY RONAN FARROW) 





General Dostum (right) prepares to host a match of kurash, a Central Asian martial art, at the Vice 
Presidential Palace in Kabul in August 2016. I take notes (center), wearing a traditional Uzbek chapan, or 
cloak, for the occasion at Dostum’s request. (COURTESY OF THE OFFICE OF VICE PRESIDENT 
DOSTUM) 




Thomas Evans (left, then sixteen years old), his mother Sally (center), and his brother Micheal (right, then 
fourteen) pose for a picture at Trafalgar Square in London in 2006, long before Thomas left home. Thomas 
was “very caring,” Sally remembered. “I’ve no idea how he became that person he became.” (COURTESY 
OF MICHEAL EVANS) 



After delivering a speech on youth and democracy in February 2012, Hillary Clinton looks out at the 
Mediterranean from a Tunisia newly roiled by revolution and skeptical of American alliances in the region. 
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Protestors hold up a tear gas canister manufactured by Jamestown, Pennsylvania-based Combined Systems 
Inc. and used by Egyptian security forces against crowds of civilians during the Rabaa massacre in Cairo in 
August 2013. (COPYRIGHT TEO BUTTURINI) 




Freddy Torres prepares for another long haul in the cab of the Chevrolet Isuzu FRR he uses to transport 
fruit, including tamarillos and lulos, across Colombia in 2018. (COURTESY OF FREDDY TORRES) 



Secretary of State Rex Tillerson (center) talks to former Secretaries George P. Shultz (right) and 
Condoleezza Rice (left) at an event at Stanford University in January 2018. (STATE DEPARTMENT 
PHOTO) 





Christopher Hill (left) and Richard Holbrooke (right) pal around on one of their many flights to Belgrade as 
they worked toward a negotiated end to the Bosnian War in September 1995. Hill recalled “learning the 
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HILL) 





Christopher Hill dons a hazardous materials suit and enters the Yongbyon nuclear power plant in North 
Korea in the fall of 2007. The regime in Pyongyang had begun deactivating and dismantling the plant, 
abiding by the terms of the six-party talks that Hill led. (COURTESY OF CHRISTOPHER HILL) 





Secretary of State John Kerry and the team of American diplomats behind the Iran deal (left) negotiate with 
Foreign Minister Mohammed Javad Zarif and the Iranians (right) in the Palais Coburg’s Blue Salon in 
Vienna in 2015. (STATE DEPARTMENT PHOTO) 
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